The impact of school culture on the high school experience: perceptions of graduating seniors by Rheaume, Heather Dawn
Boston University
OpenBU http://open.bu.edu
Theses & Dissertations Boston University Theses & Dissertations
2017
The impact of school culture on the
high school experience:
perceptions of graduating seniors
https://hdl.handle.net/2144/27380
Boston University
BOSTON UNIVERSITY 
 
GRADUATE SCHOOL OF ARTS AND SCIENCES 
 
 
 
 
 
Dissertation 
 
 
 
 
 
THE IMPACT OF SCHOOL CULTURE 
 
ON THE HIGH SCHOOL EXPERIENCE:  
 
PERCEPTIONS OF GRADUATING SENIORS 
 
 
 
by 
 
 
 
HEATHER D. RHEAUME 
 
B.A., University of Rhode Island, 1986 
M.S.W., Rhode Island College, 1988 
M.T.S., Harvard University, 1999 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Submitted in partial fulfillment of the 
 
requirements for the degree of 
 
Doctor of Philosophy 
 
2017 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 © 2017 by 
  HEATHER D. RHEAUME 
  All rights reserved 
  
Approved by 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
First Reader   
 Judith G. Gonyea, Ph.D. 
 Professor of Social Research 
 Boston University, School of Social Work 
 
 
 
 
Second Reader   
 Renée Spencer, Ed.D. 
 Professor and Chair of Human Behavior in the Social Environment 
 Boston University, School of Social Work 
 
 
 
 
Third Reader   
 Scott Seider, Ed.D. 
 Associate Professor of Education 
 Boston University, School of Education 
 
	
 
DEDICATION 
 
     This dissertation is dedicated to my dear husband Michael and amazing daughter 
Renée.  To Michael, thank you for your unwavering support and confidence in my ability 
to succeed.  To Renée, you are the greatest blessing a mother could ask for.  To both of 
you, I was able to complete this milestone for you and because of you.  My love and 
gratitude are infinite. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
	
 
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS  
    There are so many amazing people who have helped me along this journey.  Before 
acknowledging them, I would like to explain the extraordinary circumstances that have led 
to this achievement.  When I entered the doctoral program in 2001, I was excited and 
confident in my ability to succeed.  Academic and scholarly achievement were my top 
priorities in life.  Little did I know how difficult the road would become as life took a 
different course than I intended.  Just after completing coursework and written exams in 
December 2004, I learned that I was expecting in September 2005.  I was excited and 
confident to begin this new phase of my life as a mother and doctoral 
student.  Unfortunately, I developed severe health complications, resulting in my daughter 
Renée being born prematurely with 2 brain injuries and many other serious issues.  For the 
next ten years, every waking moment was filled with medical appointments, therapies and 
work at home to give Renée the best chance of success in life.  Every developmental 
milestone, which comes naturally to most children, required hours, days and months of 
therapy.  Despite my best intentions, there was no time to move forward with Ph.D. 
benchmarks. Throughout this time, the Boston University School of Social Work supported 
my continued matriculation in the doctoral program.  Finally, in 2014, Renée’s 
neurological and developmental progress enabled me to again start working towards the 
completion of my degree.  While it still took more time than usual, I am finally achieving 
my goal.  Having told my story, there are so many I must acknowledge for helping me to 
get to this point. 
	
 
     First and foremost, I would like to thank the many professors from the Boston 
University School of Social Work, who never lost their faith in my ability to succeed.  I 
would like to express my deepest appreciation to Professor Judith Gonyea, who has 
continually supported me from the moment I entered the program until this day.  Professor 
Gonyea was the doctoral program director when I entered in 2001 and has continually 
supported me through the years.  From my critical essay to dissertation proposal to defense, 
she has been an amazing professor, mentor and advocate.  Without her help, I would not 
be completing this degree.   
      I would like to thank my other committee members, who have provided invaluable 
guidance and support during the research process.  I am grateful for Professor Renée 
Spencer’s amazing knowledge and detailed guidance through all steps in developing my 
proposal, research project and eventual dissertation.  I would also like to express my 
gratitude to Professors Scott Seider and Sandra Enos, for both their expertise and 
willingness to join my committee.  Your knowledge of the fields of inquiry and the research 
site were invaluable assets for the development of my insights and ideas.   I would also like 
to thank Linda Sprague-Martinez, who agreed to be committee chair on short notice.   
      In addition to my committee members, I would like to thank some particular professors 
who helped support and guide my journey to this milestone.  I would like to express 
appreciation to Professor Rob Hudson, who has been my academic advisor throughout my 
time in the doctoral program.  Your continued support and belief in my abilities has enabled 
this dream to come true.  To Professor Mary Collins, thank you for your support during the 
years before and after my daughter was born.  To Professor Sally Bachman, thank you for 
	
 
your advocacy and support during your time as director of the program.   I would also like 
to acknowledge Professor Stephen Kalberg from the Sociology Department, who provided 
me with extensive theoretical knowledge and developed my appreciation for Weberian 
sociology.  Finally, thank you to Professor Ellen Devoe, who supported my extensive 
continuation in the program over the past few years. 
     Beyond the academic community, I would like to thank everyone at the research site for 
supporting my work.  While I cannot name you all due to confidentiality, The Mill Cities 
Charter School provided me with every opportunity for an amazing research experience.  I 
would like to express my appreciation to administrators, teachers and especially the 
students, for allowing me to learn about their educational experiences. 
      I would also like to express my sincere gratitude to the amazing team of people who 
have helped in my daughter Renée’s amazing progress through the years.  Thank you to 
therapists Jennifer Price-Hoskins, Bob O’Brien and Dina DiCola for all you have done for 
Renée and for our family.   I am also incredibly grateful for Colleen Desjarlais, my 
daughter’s personal aide, who has helped me daily in supporting and nurturing Renée’s 
development.  Without the help of this wonderful group, Renée would never be where she 
is today. 
      Thank you also to Renée’s educational team at St. Philip School, especially former 
principal Darlene Walsh, to whom I am forever grateful.  The help you all provided to our 
family and Renée enabled me to eventually complete this degree.  
	
 
      Finally, thank you again to my dear husband, who has provided unwavering support 
for completion of this dissertation.  And thank you to my daughter Renée, who is the 
inspiration for everything I do. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
	
 
THE IMPACT OF SCHOOL CULTURE ON THE HIGH SCHOOL 
EXPERIENCE: 
 
PERCEPTIONS OF GRADUATING SENIORS 
 
 
 
HEATHER D. RHEAUME 
 
Boston University Graduate School of Arts and Sciences, 2017 
 
Major Professor: Judith G. Gonyea, Ph.D., Professor of Social Research 
 
ABSTRACT 
 
     The Mill Cities Charter School1 is a public urban charter high school founded on the 
Essential School Philosophy (ESP).  Introduced in 1984, ESP “envisions an educational 
system that equips students with the intellectual, emotional and social habits and skills to 
become powerful and informed citizens who contribute actively toward a democratic and 
equitable society” (Coalition of Essential Schools, 2015).2 However, there is a lack of 
empirical research exploring the implementation of ESP, as well as its impacts on students’ 
personal, social and academic growth.  Thus, this study’s goals were to gain an interpretive 
understanding of student perceptions and developmental impacts; as well as the process 
through which school culture influences positive youth development.  
     A qualitative phenomenological approach was utilized, based on the philosophy of 
critical realism, which mediates between subjective experience and objective reality.  In-
                                                
 
1To	protect	confidentiality	of	research	participants,	the	name	“Mill	Cities	Charter	School”	is	a	
pseudonym	for	the	research	site.	
2	Coalition	of	Essential	Schools.		(2015).		Vision.	Retrieved	from			
http://www.essentialschools.org.	
	
 
depth, in-person semi-structured interviews were conducted on-site with 20 members of 
the senior class to explore their perceptions of the school culture and its impacts on their 
personal, social and academic development.  
     Findings revealed that students largely had positive perceptions of school culture 
experience in all explored dimensions (Safety, Relationships, Teaching and Learning, 
Institutional Environment) with one notable exception, the School Improvement Process 
dimension, in which concerns were expressed about the school’s expansion plan changing 
the existing culture.  Students also reported positive gains in personal, social and academic 
development, which they directly attributed to the school culture.    Further, theoretical 
analysis revealed students’ internalization of cultural identity as the mediating process to 
explain “how” school culture positively impacted development. This relationship between 
individual and institutional cultural identity was bi-directional, with reciprocal impacts on 
both students and the school culture itself.  
     This dissertation may inform educational policy discussions concerning the relationship 
between school culture and positive youth development.  Findings regarding the ESP’s 
successful implementation into an urban public charter school setting and positive 
perceived impacts on high risk students’ development offer insights into the 
transformational elements of school culture. Significantly, this study offers understanding 
of this transformational process as a reciprocal interactive relationship between individual 
internalization of cultural identity and institutional externalization of a unique, 
recognizable organizational identity. 
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Chapter 1 - Introduction 
 
Social Problem/Issue Being Addressed 
     This study explores student perceptions of how a school culture, based on the Essential 
School Philosophy (Coalition of Essential Schools, 2017) promotes positive youth 
outcomes.  While a positive association between school culture and youth outcomes has 
been established in the literature (Cohen et al., 2009); there is a need to gain a deeper 
understanding of “how” school culture may contribute to these positive outcomes.  The 
Essential School Philosophy, developed by Dr. Ted Sizer in 1980, offers educators one 
approach to creating a positive school culture that is intended to foster the desired youth 
outcomes.  Rather than an explicit educational model, the Essential School Philosophy is a 
set of ten guiding principles which can be differentially adapted to create new educational 
institutions or to reform existing ones.  The principles focus on personalized learning 
environments characterized by equity, democracy, commitment and learning approaches 
that focus on development of the mind and the whole person.  These principles have been 
applied in both formative and reformative efforts to diverse educational environments 
including urban, suburban, rural, public and private settings.  These schools are joined 
through the Coalition of Essential Schools, which continues to provide ongoing support, 
networking and education to member schools.  The Coalition was created in 1984 and now 
has approximately 125 member schools.  Essential Schools have demonstrated promising 
practices in creating educational environments that advance not only educational 
achievement, but other indicators of positive youth development. Understanding how this 
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particular educational philosophy and its corresponding principles can produce a school 
culture that enhances positive outcomes is important, especially in light of national data 
indicating high rates of academic underachievement and drop-out rates for at-risk urban 
youth. 
     Recent national statistics indicate that national high school graduation rates reached 
83% in 2013-2014 (U.S Department of Education, 2017).  While these figures demonstrate 
an increase from the 81% graduation rate in 2011-2012, there remains great disparity 
between urban and suburban communities (U.S. Department of Education, 2017).  A 2009 
national study revealed graduation rates averaged at 71% in suburban areas compared to 
only 53% in America’s largest cities.  Further, only half of “disadvantaged minority 
students” graduate nationally (America’s Promise Alliance, 2009). 
     There is a need to understand how positive school culture may contribute to the 
elimination of the urban-suburban graduation rate gap that is often attributed to the 
particular challenges that students in urban communities face.  Numerous studies have 
documented specific environmental risks associated with lowered academic achievement 
including poverty, neighborhood safety, violence and “poor educational climate” 
(Ainsworth, 2002; Bowen and Bowen, 1999; Byrd and Chavous, 2009; Dupere et al, 2010; 
Eamon, 2005; Johnson, 2010; Milam, Furr-Holden & Leaf, 2010; Nieuwenhuis & 
Hooimeijer, 2014).  These environmental conditions are associated with a number of 
negative educational outcomes, including high rates of dropping out or otherwise not 
graduating from high school.  Research has consistently shown the potential of positive 
school culture to mediate these risks and overcome academic underachievement.  
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Furthermore, positive school culture has been associated not only with positive academic 
outcomes, but beneficial personal and social developmental outcomes for students (Cohen 
et al, 2009; Thapa et al, 2013, Westrick et al., 2011).  While there is evidence of a positive 
association between school culture and advantageous youth outcomes, we need to further 
understand the processes through which school culture impacts positive personal, social 
and academic development. 
     The Essential School Philosophy is an educational reform movement, promoting an 
educational system that supports the intellectual, emotional and social development of 
students so they become capable citizens engaged in upholding democracy and social 
equality.  The key to creating this educational vision is to establish unique learning 
environments based on the Coalition of Essential Schools’ “ten common principles”, which 
provide “benchmarks” for creating small personalized schools intentionally designed to be 
atmospheres of trust, respect, commitment, democracy and equality (Coalition of Essential 
Schools, 2017).  Implementation of the common principles includes purposeful practices 
to promote critical thinking, encourage depth over breadth of content, establish common 
goals for all students with individual means to achieve them, and a specific pedagogical 
approach that enables students to become independent learners (Coalition of Essential 
Schools, 2017).  
Study Purpose/Significance 
     This study addresses the important question of how an intentional school culture, based 
on this Essential School Philosophy, promotes positive personal, academic and social 
outcomes for its students.  Using a case study approach, I explore the experiences of seniors 
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at a single urban charter school in the Northeast that has adopted the Essential School 
Principles as its core philosophy.  Multiple measurable indicators have demonstrated this 
school’s historical success in achieving positive academic and social outcomes, suggesting 
that it represented an appropriate site to delve into an in-depth qualitative study of the 
processes contributing to these successes.  The Mill Cities Charter School achieved a 100% 
four-year graduation rate compared to 71.8%, 78.5% and 85.8% respectively for its three 
neighboring urban public school districts (State Department of Education, 2017).  Further, 
this school was the “only urban non-entrance exam high school in the state” with test scores 
high enough to receive commended status from the State Department of Education three 
years in a row (Mill Cities Charter School, 2017).  The success of Mill Cities Charter 
School students continues into postsecondary education as 94% of the 2015-2016 class 
were accepted into college (Personal Communication, Mill Cities Charter School 
Executive Director, May 15, 2015).  While extensive data regarding college completion 
rates are not yet available, preliminary data indicates that Mill Cities Charter School 
students have higher rates of college persistence than their middle and upper class 
counterparts in the same state (National Clearinghouse, 2017; Personal Communication, 
Mill Cities Charter School Executive Director, July 6, 2017). 
     Qualitative interviews with current seniors, offer the opportunity to hear, in the students’ 
own voices, their appraisal of the Essential School Philosophy and their perceptions of its 
impact on their development.  The focus on student perspectives was chosen for its fit with 
a qualitative approach and its empirically established methodological value (Cohen et al., 
2009; Ezen, 2014; Marcoulides, Heck & Papanastasiou, 2005; Thapa et al., 2013). Further, 
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student perceptions are key to the sociological understanding of the intersection between 
subjective experience and objective reality in organizational culture, which is key to this 
study’s eventual theoretical interpretation of results.  
     A symbolic interactionist perspective is used in my study of Mill Cities Charter School’s 
organizational culture, specifically I employ the conceptual framework of Hatch’s (1993) 
Cultural Dynamics Model to explore how an Essential School Culture promotes positive 
youth outcomes in multiple domains.  Hatch’s concurrent focus on interactive dynamics, 
“stability and change” and temporal reflexivity fits this project’s emphasis on examining 
how a vibrant and fluid Essential School Culture may impact student development.  
Hatch’s model provides a comprehensive framework that corresponds to this study’s focus 
on structure, process and outcomes. 
     Exploring the “how”, or the mechanisms by which, an Essential School Culture may 
promote positive outcomes has the potential to make several contributions to both the 
scholarly and practice literatures.  Understanding of the interactional relationship between 
the institutional dynamics of school culture and its functional impacts on individuals, 
particularly at-risk urban youth, may expand promising practices at the micro, mezzo and 
macro levels.  On the micro level, understanding school culture’s impact on students may 
inform practitioners’ (e.g., teachers, social workers, counselors) assessment and 
intervention with individual students, classes and school organizations.  On the mezzo 
level, administrators engaged in organizational change can use this knowledge towards 
creating effective school cultures.  On the macro level, this research can inform policy 
practice and funding efforts in the educational arena on federal, state and local levels.   
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     To explore “how” school culture impacts development, there are two core research 
questions guiding this study:  
1. How do graduating seniors describe and experience the key elements of school 
culture at Mill Cities Charter School? 
2. What role, if any, do they think this school culture has played in their own personal, 
social and academic development? 
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Chapter 2 - Literature Review 
 
Introduction 
     This study’s focus on school culture, specifically the Essential School approach, is 
grounded in empirical literature that addresses school culture’s impact and the 
implementation of the Essential School philosophy. School culture generally refers to the 
educational environment in which students learn, including values, relationships, 
educational practices and institutional structures.  The impact of school culture on its 
members is also elucidated by the sociological understanding of organizational culture, 
including the interactional impact of cultural structure and dynamics.  For these reasons, 
three main areas of literature were reviewed to inform this study (1) the relationship of 
school culture to positive youth outcomes (2) the philosophy and implementation of the 
Essential School Philosophy and (3) theories and conceptual frameworks of organizational 
culture. 
     The literature review begins with research on the conceptualization of school culture 
and its empirically demonstrated positive impact on student outcomes. Next, literature on 
the Essential School Philosophy is presented to describe this particular model of school 
culture that is the core focus of my project.   Finally, theories of organizational culture that 
informed the development of my conceptual framework are reviewed. 
The Role of School Culture in Positive Youth Outcomes 
     School culture has a critical role in students’ academic, personal, social and emotional 
development.  Positive school culture is associated not only with stronger academic 
achievement, but also with positive personal, social and emotional outcomes.   The 
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beneficial impact of positive school culture is evidenced by its empirical association with 
successful outcomes such as higher academic achievement, attendance, positive behavior, 
mental health, social skills, self-esteem and self-efficacy. Furthermore, research has 
demonstrated the impact of positive school culture extends beyond high graduation to post-
secondary academic and vocational success in early adulthood. (CASEL, 2014; CDC, 
2009; Character Education Partnership, 2015; Cohen et al., 2009; Devine & Cohen, 2007; 
Frelin & Grannas, 2012; Goodenow &Grady, 1993; Gutman & Schoon, 2013; McNeely, 
Nonnemaker & Blum, 2002; National School Climate Center, 2015; Thapa et al., 2013, 
U.S. Department of Education, 2017; Wentzel & Watkins, 1997).             
      School culture or climate is generally defined as the “quality and character of school 
life” as expressed in “norms, goals, values, interpersonal relationships, teaching and 
learning practices and organizational structures” (National School Climate Center, 2015; 
U.S. Department of Education, 2017). While most definitions of school culture and climate 
incorporate the general features of the previous definition, there is wide variation in how 
these terms are conceptually and operationally defined.  Further, the terms school culture 
and school climate have been used both distinctively and interchangeably in the literature.  
This lack of clarity in definition has created inherent problems and limitations in the 
research and restricted the ability to make cross-study comparisons (Cohen et al, 2009; 
Thapa et al, 2013; Van Houtte, 2005; Schoen and Teddlie, 2008).  The decision to use the 
concept of school culture in this dissertation is supported by Schoen and Teddlie’s (2008) 
comprehensive meta-analytic conclusion that school culture is a broader concept well-
suited and more often utilized in qualitative inquiries. 
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     A positive school culture “fosters youth development and learning necessary for a 
productive, contributing and satisfying life in a democratic society”. Characteristics of such 
a positive school culture include “engagement, respect, collaboration involvement, equity, 
fairness and values that support success and feelings social, emotional and physical safety” 
(National School Climate Council, 2007, p.4).  The Character Education Partnership (2015) 
further offers a broad definition of school culture to include “the school wide ethos and the 
culture of individual classrooms, high expectations for learning and achievement, a safe 
and caring environment, shared values and relationship trust, a powerful pedagogy and 
curriculum, high student motivation and engagement, a professional faculty culture, and 
partnerships with families and the community”.  While there are differing operational 
definitions of school culture, it is commonly measured in the following five dimensions: 
safety, relationships, teaching and learning, institutional environment and the school 
improvement process (National School Climate Center, 2015; Thapa et al, 2013). 
Moreover, these conceptual definitions and dimensions of school culture have a significant 
relationship with positive youth outcomes in the professional literature (CASEL, 2014; 
CDC, 2009; Character Education Partnership, 2015; Cohen et al., 2009; Devine & Cohen, 
2007; Frelin & Grannas; Goodenow &Grady, 1993;Gutman & Schoon, 2013; McNeely, 
Nonnemaker & Blum, 2002; National School Climate Center, 2015; Thapa et al., 2013, 
U.S. Department of Education, 2017; Wentzel & Watkins, 1997).   The five dimensions of 
school culture identified above provide a framework to summarize what we know about 
school culture.   
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     Safety. Safety is a key element of a positive school culture and the most basic of human 
needs (Maslow, 1943).  Students cannot focus on academic effort and achievement if they 
are not feeling safe.  Research indicates that many students do not feel physically, 
intellectually, emotionally or socially safe in their learning environments, especially high 
risk youth in urban schools.  Feelings of being unsafe are associated with school 
environments that lack supportive “norms, structures and relationships” (Thapa et al., 2013, 
p. 4).  The results are increased violence, behavior issues, attendance problems and 
academic underachievement (Astor, Guerra and Van Acker, 2010).  Alternatively, positive 
school cultures promote feelings of safety through violence prevention efforts, strong 
interpersonal relationships, interconnectedness, character education, and social/emotional 
learning embedded throughout the curriculum (CASEL, 2014; Character Education 
Partnership, 2015; Thapa et. al, 2013). The result is increased academic achievement and 
positive personal and social development.  (Devine & Cohen, 2007; Thapa et al., 2013). 
     Relationships. Relationships are another key dimension of school culture associated 
with impacts on student development and success.  Relationships are the essential 
underpinning for any other aspect of school culture to be fostered. School cultures 
characterized by conflictual and detached relationships are associated with increased 
student behavioral problems, academic underachievement, school violence, anxiety, 
depression, disengagement and lowered self-efficacy and self-esteem.  In contrast, school 
cultures where relationships are characterized by connectedness, caring and positive 
interaction are associated with positive outcomes, such as increased student involvement, 
academic achievement, positive mental health, social/emotional learning gains, self-esteem 
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and self-efficacy (CDC, 2009; Cohen et al., 2009; Frelin & Grannas; Goodenow &Grady, 
1993; McNeely, Nonnemaker & Blum, 2002; Thapa et al., 2013, U.S. Department of 
Education, 2017; Wentzel & Watkins, 1997).  The importance of positive school 
relationships is especially significant for urban and minority student achievement (Booker, 
2006; Thapa et al., 2013).  
   Teaching and Learning. Teaching and learning is another dimension of school culture 
associated with student academic, personal and social growth. On a philosophical level, 
this element of school culture reflects the shared “norms, goals and values that shape the 
learning and teaching environment” (Thapa et al., 2013, p. 9).  On a practical level, the 
teaching and learning dimension is actualized through particular pedagogical practices, 
social and emotional learning, civic learning, ethical and character education and service 
learning. In comparison to the other school culture dimensions, the empirical literature does 
not include as much information on potentially negative outcomes associated with 
variations in teaching and learning practices.  However, the significant importance of these 
practices is supported by national data documenting the underperformance of under-
resourced urban schools that lack these programs and practices (National Center for 
Education Statistics, 2015; U.S. Department of Education, 2017).   Ideal pedagogical 
practices for the teaching and learning dimension of school climate are those models and 
methods which encourage “cooperative learning, group cohesion, respect and mutual trust” 
(Thapa et al., 2013).   
      Institutional Environment.  Institutional Environment is a dimension of school 
culture that includes both the physical environment and “school 
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connectedness/engagement” (CDC, 2009; National School Climate Center, 2015; Thapa 
et. al, 2013).  Physical environments that are under-resourced or in poor condition 
negatively impact other dimensions of school climate such as safety, relationships and 
teaching and learning.  On the other hand, high quality physical environments positively 
impact these same dimensions.  While the research findings on the effect of school size are 
somewhat ambiguous, there is evidence that larger environments decrease feelings of 
connectedness and safety.  Conversely, smaller schools increase feelings of safety, security 
and connectedness, ultimately positively impacting student achievement (Cohen et al., 
2009; Uline & Tschannen-Moran, 2008; Schneider, 2002; Thapa et al., 2013).  
      Beyond the physical environment, the Institutional Environment dimension of school 
culture also examines how students are impacted by “school connectedness/engagement”.  
Students who lack such a connection are more likely to experience academic 
underachievement, behavioral issues, absenteeism, discipline problems and violence.  In 
contrast, students who feel connected and engaged with their schools show improved 
academic achievement, social involvement, satisfaction, positive physical and mental 
health (Bond et al., 2007; CDC, 2009; Cohen, 2009; Thapa et al., 2013). 
     School Improvement Process.   The final dimension of school culture to be elucidated 
is the School Improvement Process.   School cultures are not static and maintaining a 
positive school culture requires engaging in an ongoing school improvement process.  
School culture and school reform efforts reciprocally interact and impact each other. 
Improving school culture is a multifaceted process, which includes utilizing evidence based 
practices to improve all areas of the physical and social environment that constitutes the 
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school community.  Efforts to enhance safety, relationships, teaching and learning and the 
institutional environment have positive impacts on student academic achievement, as well 
as social, emotional and behavioral development (Aladjem & Gorman, 2006; Cohen et al., 
2009; Cross, 2004; Ikpeze, 2013; Thapa et al., 2013). 
     Positive school culture is associated with positive outcomes not only in academic 
achievement, but in personal, social and emotional development as well.  These positive 
outcomes include personal safety (social, emotional, physical and intellectual), healthy 
relationships, engaged learning, physical and mental health, self-esteem, risk prevention, 
positive youth development, higher graduation rates, school connectedness and 
engagement, academic achievement, social and emotional learning, higher attendance rates 
and lower rates of suspension (Bond et al., 2007; CASEL, 2014; CDC, 2009; Character 
Education Partnership, 2015; Cohen et. al, 2009; Devine & Cohen, 2007; Frelin & Grannas; 
Goodenow & Grady, 1993;  Ikpeze, 2013; National School Climate Center, 2015; 
McNeeley, Nonnemaker & Blum, 2002; Osher & Fleischman, 2005; Thapa et. al, 2013; 
U.S. Department of Education, 2017; Wentzel & Watkins, 1997).  The significance of these 
findings is further evidenced by the U.S. Department of Education’s recognition of school 
culture as an “organizing data-driven concept” with practice implications for 
organizational change in determining best practices for school improvement (2009, p.13).   
     While we know with certainty that positive school culture promotes positive academic, 
personal, social and emotional development; we know less about how this occurs or the 
processes through which school culture promotes positive youth outcomes (Cohen et al., 
2009; Marcoulides, Heck and Papanastasiou, 2005; Thapa et al., 2013).  While there are 
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multiple calls for further research using diverse qualitative approaches, the specific 
exploration of students’ perceptions is critical for understanding how school culture is 
experienced by students and the potential role it plays in their personal, academic and social 
success (Cohen et al., 2009; DeWitt, 2002; Ezen, 2014; Marcoulides, Heck & 
Papanastasiou, 2005; Thapa et al., 2013).  Taking this approach to analysis enables 
elucidation of the processes through which school culture promotes positive youth 
outcomes.  First, understanding how students experience their learning environments is 
crucial for exploring the self-perceived impacts of these environments on their own 
development.  Second, student perceptions may offer the most accurate and realistic view 
of a school culture’s positive and negative features.  Research indicates great divergences 
between teacher and student perceptions of school culture, especially in regard to 
connectedness, relationships, leadership, expectations and relevance of the curriculum 
(Ezen, 2014).  While legislators, administrators and teachers may perceive a positive 
learning environment; students may have a very different experience of that environment. 
Third, understanding student perceptions is a necessary part of the school improvement 
process, which is a key dimension of school culture in this study (Ezen, 2014).  Fourth, the 
most commonly accepted and operationalized dimensions of school culture (i.e. safety, 
relationships) require the measure of how a student is impacted by that dimension (National 
School Climate Center, 2015).  Fifth, and perhaps most important, is that student 
perceptions of school culture dimensions may be a mediating factor that explains the 
processes through which school culture promotes positive youth outcomes.  For example, 
feeling connected to the school culture may be the means through which the school culture 
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promotes positive academic outcomes (DeWitt, 2002).   Further, many studies have 
advocated for this approach’s suitability for exploring the specific dynamics of educational 
contexts (Cassidy & Bates, 2005; Cook-Sather, 2002; Shaunessy & McHatton, 2008; 
Corbett & Wilson, 1995).  Finally, some researchers have noted a lack of student voices in 
the literature and specifically called for more attention to the perceptions of the students 
themselves about their learning environments, highlighting especially the importance of 
the perspectives of at-risk youth in urban communities (Cassidy & Bates, 2005; Cook-
Sather, 2002; Corbett & Wilson, 1995; Giroux, 1988).   
      Beyond the validity, reliability and effectiveness of this approach, student perceptions 
have also been directly linked to positive outcomes.  Thus, student perceptions have not 
only proven to be a valid and reliable indicator for the measurement of key school culture 
dimensions; but how a student perceives school culture may influence the extent to which 
these school culture dimensions positively impact development in multiple realms.  
Essentially, student perceptions of school culture have been shown to mediate how school 
culture dimensions impact personal, psychological, social and academic outcomes, as well 
as behavioral, cognitive and affective variables (Benner & Graham, 2011, Corrigan, Klein 
and Issacs, 2010; Kuperminc et al., 1997; Loukas and Murphy, 2006; Ripski & Gregory, 
2009; Suldo, Shaffer & Reilly, 2008).  This significant influence of student perceptions has 
been further validated by international studies including western, eastern and middle-
eastern student populations (Jia et al., 2009; Luo, Huang, and Jannar, 2007; Rich & 
Schachter, 2012).  The potential mediating influence of student perceptions may be key to 
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this study's focus of understanding how school culture may produce positive youth 
outcomes. 
      In addition to the value of examining student perceptions of school culture, there is a 
need to examine specific approaches to school culture (Cohen et al., 2009, p.205), in order 
to understand how to build intentional school cultures that purposefully implement the 
evidenced based characteristics of a positive school culture.  Recent studies from several 
prominent school culture research organizations indicated that approximately 90% of 
administrators understood the need for improving school culture, but wanted practice 
guidelines (Cohen, 2013, National School Climate Center, 2015).  While there is a plethora 
of literature on the characteristics of positive school culture and their beneficial impacts, 
there is a need for more empirically based practice guidelines and models for creating 
positive school cultures (Cohen, 2013; Cohen et al., 2009; Farrington et al., 2012; Thapa 
et al., 2013).  To understand the processes through which positive school culture impacts 
student outcomes, we need to know more about how to intentionally intervene, develop 
and implement the components of positive school culture into the environmental contexts 
in which students learn.  While there is a lack of empirically tested practice models, there 
are many significant educational reform movements and associated philosophies that have 
shown promise and anecdotal evidence of success.  One such example is the Essential 
School Philosophy, which is an educational reform movement based on establishing 
positive school environments with student centered personalized learning based on 
democracy and equity (Coalition of Essential Schools, 2017).   
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Essential School Philosophy 
     The Essential School Philosophy is an ideal case example for studying how intentional 
school cultures may promote positive student outcomes.  The Essential School Philosophy 
also fits well and aligns with the standard domains of positive school culture outlined in 
the literature. While more empirical studies are needed, this educational reform movement 
and its corresponding philosophy of practice has shown initially promising results in 
producing positive student outcomes (The Center for Collaborative Education, 2006; 
Coalition of Essential Schools, 2015; EdVisions, 2005; New York Performance Standards 
Consortium, 2005). 
     The Essential School Philosophy consists of ten guiding principles which can be 
variously and uniquely adapted to design and shape both new and existing educational 
environments.  The table below presents Essential School Philosophy’s guiding principles 
and illustrates how they can be categorized within the previously presented school culture 
dimensions identified in the literature. 
Table 1  
School Culture Dimensions and Essential School Principles 
School Culture Dimensions Essential School Guiding Principles 
Safety Democracy and Equity 
Relationships Personalization 
Student-as-Worker: Teacher as Coach 
Teaching and Learning Learning to Use One’s Mind Well 
Less is More: Depth Over Coverage 
Demonstration of Mastery 
Institutional Environment Goals Apply to All Students 
A Tone of Decency and Trust 
School Improvement Process Commitment to the Entire School 
Resources Dedicated to Teaching and Learning 
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     The Essential School Philosophy and its guiding principles were developed by Dr. Ted 
Sizer as an educational reform movement in the 1980s.  To understand the emergence of 
the Essential School Philosophy, it is necessary to place it within the historical context of 
the educational reform movement of the 1960’s and 1970’s.  These decades were a time of 
diverse experimentation to move away from the 1950’s rigidly structured “factory model” 
of education.  Reform was aimed at making education focused on the child, rather than 
making the child focus on a uniform educational model (Mill Cities Charter School 
Executive Director, personal communication, May 15, 2017).  Following the radical 
progressivism of the Summerhill School in England, many American schools 
experimented with and developed different educational practices, including open 
classrooms, child centered pedagogical approaches, democratic decision making, social 
consciousness, project based learning, individualization, critical thinking, collaborative 
learning and many other reformative practices (Little, 2013).  In the late 1970’s and early 
1980’s, a myriad of political and economic factors coalesced that suppressed the 
progressive reform movement, including budget cuts, failing schools, oil crisis, end of 
Vietnam War and a general decrease in social activism (Little, 2013; Mill Cities Charter 
School Executive Director, personal communication, May 15, 2017; Weiss, 2005). In 1983, 
a government published report entitled A Nation at Risk announced that America’s 
educational system was failing to the point where the nation would not be able to compete 
with other countries in the future (National Commission on Excellence in Education, 
1983).  All these factors set in motion a conservative reform for “Back to Basics” that 
replaced the failed progressive reform efforts of earlier decades.  In contrast, the Essential 
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School Philosophy emerged as an alternative that could combine the best ideals of the 
progressive movement within traditional structures for success.  Sizer’s radical position 
was that education could be progressive while still meeting traditional goals.   
     The specific development of the Essential School Philosophy begins with Dr. Ted Sizer, 
a leading educational expert and reformer.  While at Brown University, he extensively 
investigated America’s public high schools and concluded that the current educational 
system disempowers both students and teachers, inhibits the development of critical 
thinking skills, personalized relationships and individualized teaching and learning.  His 
suggestions for reform include smaller learning environments that emphasize 
personalization, relationships, commitment, empowerment, equity, democracy and 
intellectual depth and rigor.  These ideas were presented in Horace’s Compromise (1984) 
and subsequent writings, which captured the interest of both academics and practitioners 
who formed the Coalition of Essential Schools in 1984. Ted Sizer’s ideas were transformed 
into practical guidance through the Coalition’s development of the Essential School 
Philosophy.  Rather than an explicit educational model, the Essential School Philosophy is 
a set of guiding principles to be differentially adapted within diverse and unique 
educational settings. These principles emphasize personalized learning, relationships, trust, 
equity, commitment, development of the mind and depth of inquiry (Coalition of Essential 
Schools, 2017).  Since its inception, the Essential School Philosophy has been used for 
both formative and reformative efforts towards creating educational environments that 
enhance academic achievement and other personal and social gains. The Coalition 
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presently has 8 regional centers that oversee more than 100 member schools in the United 
States and abroad. 
     Since the Essential School Philosophy is a set of guiding principles, rather than an 
exclusive model, it is diversely adapted in both reform efforts and the establishment of new 
schools.  The Coalition offers several descriptive articles detailing the adaptation and 
implementation of Essential School Principles in a variety of school environments, 
including Midwest boarding schools, reformed urban schools in New York City and pilot 
schools in Boston (Coalition of Essential Schools, 2017).  The Coalition of Essential 
Schools also identifies three longitudinal studies focused on high risk urban youth as 
evidence of the effectiveness of the school cultures built on this philosophy – in promoting 
student success.  However, it is important to note that while these studies included Essential 
Schools in their samples, the analysis of Essential School Philosophy was not the research 
focus.  
     For example, students at 19 Boston Pilot Schools, most of which were Essential 
Schools, performed better on all standardized academic measures than their traditional 
public school counterparts. They also had higher attendance rates, fewer disciplinary 
problems and increased involvement in postsecondary education. (The Center for 
Collaborative Education, 2006; Coalition of Essential Schools, n.d.).  In another example, 
the New York Performance Standards Consortium studied the “college performance” of 
18 member schools and concluded that its graduates were more likely to attend college and 
less likely to drop out than students in New York City’s public schools in the same districts 
(New York Performance Standards Consortium, 2005; Coalition of Essential Schools, 
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n.d.).  Finally, the Hope Study examined 10 EdVisions Schools based on the Essential 
School Philosophy, and concluded that these schools not only surpassed the traditional 
public schools in standardized test scores and college attendance; but also demonstrated 
significant gains in social, emotional and behavioral development (EdVisions, 2005; 
Coalition of Essential Schools, n.d.).  
Beyond these large scale studies by research foundations, there are additional 
empirical analyses of effectiveness in academic peer reviewed journals.  Borman et al’s 
(2002) meta-analysis of the literature on school reform found 34 studies of Essential 
Schools, including analysis of academic achievement, program implementation, 
pedagogical theory and other types of student outcomes.  There were seven studies 
focusing on achievement outcomes, including racially diverse, socioeconomically 
challenged, urban and rural communities. Cushman (1991) notes that Essential Schools in 
seven different states report increased academic achievement, attendance and participation 
in higher education, as well as decreased disciplinary problems.  Datnow et al. (2003) not 
only found Essential School achievement gains to be higher than area public schools, but 
also found that higher holistic implementation of CES principles was associated with 
higher achievement.  Similarly, Stringfield et al. (1997) concluded that achievement gains 
are more likely to occur in schools that are able to fully implement and institutionalize all 
Essential School principles.  Such findings are echoed by Muncey and McQuillan’s (1993) 
ethnographic comparative case study, which focused on how reform efforts impact 
organizational dynamics in existing schools attempting to make changes based on Essential 
School principles.  This may suggest that successful outcomes may be higher in schools 
	
 
22	
that were intentionally founded on CES principles rather than existing schools, which used 
the CES philosophy as a model of reform.   
    While the need for more studies is cited by many researchers, the existing research 
demonstrates the effectiveness of school cultures built on the Essential School Philosophy, 
especially for at-risk urban populations.  Further empirical analysis should now focus on 
how a school culture, based on the Essential School Philosophy, may promote positive 
academic, behavioral, social and emotional outcomes for at-risk youth.   
Sociological Theories and Conceptual Frameworks of Organizational Culture 
     The sociological analysis of organizational culture frames this study’s exploration of 
how an intentional school culture, founded on Essential School Principles, influences 
positive student outcomes. The most frequently cited contemporary sociologists engaged 
in the study of organizational culture include Blau (1974), Berger and Luckmann (1966) 
and Weick (1979).  Most significant for this project is the work of Berger and Luckmann, 
which emphasizes organizational sociology must pay attention to the important impact of 
“culture” on organizational environments (Scott, 2004).  Berger and Luckmann’s social 
constructivist theory also impacted the dynamic understanding of organizational cultures, 
as created and recreated understandings of both an objective and subjective reality. 
      During the last 50 to 60 years, organizational sociologists have advanced many 
theoretical frameworks (Scott, 2004).  Perspectives emerging in the 1960s included 
Resource Dependence Theory, Network Theory, Organizational Ecology, and Institutional 
Theory.  In more recent decades, organizational sociology has focused more intensely on 
questions regarding organizational structure, boundaries, internal and external 
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relationships and issues of power. Ecological and systems theories have been applied to 
more holistically view the complex and interactional nature of modern organizations.  
Recent trends in scholarship have moved towards viewing conflicting theoretical 
perspectives through integrative frameworks, creating expansive models that 
accommodate the diversity of organizational cultures in postmodern society.  Within this 
movement towards integration, contemporary theories of organizational culture offer a 
plethora of choices for examining the organizational culture of diverse social systems, 
including educational systems.  The study of school culture itself developed within the 
increasing empirical analysis of organizational culture in the 1980s.  Since that time, school 
culture research has emphasized the utilization of integrative models for understanding the 
complex structure and dynamics of educational environments and their impacts on 
students.       
    Hatch (1993) offers one such integrative model of organizational culture, which helps 
frame this study’s analysis of how an intentional school culture creates positive youth 
outcomes.  Hatch’s paradigm is an expansion of Schein’s (1983) three tiered model of 
organizational culture underlying” basic assumptions”, representative “values” and 
observable “artifacts”. While Schein’s model is widely used and considered one of the few 
existing conceptual frameworks on organizational culture, it has also been criticized for its 
simplicity and linear approach to analyzing the complexities of multifaceted cultural 
phenomena.  In critiquing Schein’s model, Hatch maintains the need for more attention to 
the dynamic processes that underlie organizational structure.  Adopting the symbolic-
interpretivist perspective, which emanates from the social constructivist theory of Berger 
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and Luckmann (1966), Hatch expands Schein’s analysis of structural components to 
include attention to the processes of organizational culture in an approach he refers to as 
“cultural dynamics”.  Maintaining Schein’s structural levels of organizational culture as 
underlying assumptions, values and artifacts; Hatch adds the dynamic processes of 
manifestation, realization, symbolization and interpretation.  Hatch’s revision of Schein 
offers a conceptual framework that examines cultural processes in a circular model that 
considers both “stability and change” within a temporal reflexivity that accommodates 
past, present and future separately or simultaneously.  Further, Hatch’s model includes 
attention to the subjective/objective hermeneutical dialectic that can impact the perceptions 
of both cultural participants and the researcher, who may be embedded in the organization 
(as is the case with this project).   
     Hatch’s Cultural Dynamics Model is fitting for this exploration of “how” an Essential 
School Culture promotes positive youth outcomes in multiple domains. First, its focus on 
dynamics provides the necessary framework for analyzing the processes of school culture 
in relation to student outcomes.  Secondly, its concurrent focus on “stability and change” 
fits the ever changing dynamics of an Essential School Culture, which is designed to adapt 
in response to organizational needs.  Third, the model’s temporal reflexivity embraces the 
past, present and future of a school culture and student perceptions of their past and present 
experiences.  Finally, Hatch’s attention to the tension between subjective/objective 
perceptions encourages objectivity for this researcher.   
    While some have argued that the complexity of organizational culture is too 
multidimensional to be confined to any conceptual framework, empirical analysis must be 
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guided by some theoretical constructs. Hatch’s Cultural Dynamics Model offers a holistic 
framework which thoroughly accommodates this project’s analysis of structure, process 
and outcomes.  
Summary 
     This research project is informed by three central areas of academic literature, including 
school culture research, Essential School Philosophy and sociological theories of 
organizational culture. School culture is conceptually defined as qualities of the learning 
environment and operationally defined through several dimensions including Safety, 
Relationships, Teaching and Learning, Institutional Environment and the School 
Improvement Process.  Positive school cultures, as qualitatively explored and 
quantitatively measured, have been shown to impact successful student outcomes.   The 
Essential School Philosophy is one approach to developing an intentional school culture 
designed to promote not only positive academic outcomes, but also positive personal and 
social development.  As this study examines the impact of an Essential School Culture on 
student outcomes, it may further inform the educational literature in all the aforementioned 
areas.  While the relationship between positive school culture and successful student 
outcomes has been demonstrated in the literature, the question of “how” this happens needs 
further investigation. The focus of this project is to explore “how” an intentional school 
culture, based on Essential School Principles, may promote positive student outcomes.  To 
develop a conceptual framework for answering this “how” question, theories from the 
sociological literature on organizational culture were reviewed to provide a theoretical lens 
for understanding these processes. Hatch’s Cultural Dynamics Model provides an 
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integrative conceptual framework that elucidates the process through which an Essential 
School Culture impacts student success.  Building on these research findings and 
theoretical frameworks, a foundation is established for exploring this study’s two core 
research questions: 1.How do graduating seniors describe and experience the key elements 
of school culture at Mill Cities Charter School?  2. What role, if any, do they think this 
school culture has played in their own personal, social and academic development? 
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Chapter 3 - Methods 
 
Introduction 
    This chapter describes the methodology of the study, including a discussion of the 
research design and rationale, research setting and participants, data collection methods, 
strategies for data analysis and synthesis, and ethical considerations. 
Methodological Approach- Study Design and Rationale 
    Since the goal of this study is to understand how urban youth experience the Essential 
School approach to fostering a positive school culture and its influence on their 
development, the methodological approach is based on interpretivism, phenomenology and 
critical realism.  Each of these approaches fits this study’s purpose well.  Interpretivism 
stresses the need to study social phenomena from the perspectives of the 
participants.  Similarly, phenomenology emphasizes the existence and validity of co-
existing multiple perspectives based on individual experiences. Critical realism embraces 
the essential elements of interpretivism and phenomenology; while simultaneously 
balancing these perspectives with ontological realism. The relevance of each of these 
methodological perspectives for this project is described below. 
Interpretivism or Versheten 
    The sociological approach of interpretivism, emanating from the Weberian concept of 
verstehen, posits that social phenomena can only be understood by looking at its meaning 
for those involved (Weber, 1921/1968).   Social systems are comprised of the patterned 
action of individuals within groups, which create and recreate new action patterns that 
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comprise the culture of the social system.  Within this circular dynamic, cultural 
participants interactively shape and are shaped by the cultures within which they 
exist.   This research aims to understand participant perspectives of the culture of a 
particular school system and its impact on development.  Understanding “how”, or the 
processes through which school culture impacts student outcomes, requires a participant 
understanding of reciprocal interaction between students and their school environment.   
Phenomenology 
     With the larger lens of interpretivism, phenomenology is utilized to synthesize and 
accommodate the multiple viewpoints that arise from individual perceptions and 
experiences.  As Gbrich describes, the phenomenological research focus is on “exploration 
of the way people interpret and make sense of their experiences in the worlds in which they 
live” (2007, p.8).  The expectation that different students have different experiences and 
perceptions, all of which deserve attention, is at the core of this study.  Participants’ 
interpretation and the meaning of their experiences is key to answering the question of how 
students view the impact of school culture on their development.  As Patton states “the 
only way for us to really know what another person experiences is to experience the 
phenomenon as direct as possible for ourselves (Patton, 2002, p. 106).  Patton’s emphasis 
on the diversity of individual perceptions, as a window for understanding social 
phenomena, grounds this project’s method of individual interviews with a semi-structured 
questionnaire.  Open ended questions were used to capture diverse viewpoints, maximize 
the breadth of inquiry and broaden the range of responses.  
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Critical Realism 
     Critical realism is a widely accepted methodological perspective.  As described by 
Maxwell, it combines the divergent views of ontological realism and epistemological 
constructivism (Maxwell and Mittapalli, 2010; Maxwell, 2013, p.43).  While ontological 
realism affirms the existence of a tangible reality outside of our perceptions; 
epistemological constructivism acknowledges that our perceptions are shaped by 
individual experience and interaction with the social world.  Maxwell’s critical realism 
accommodates the emphasis on student perceptions (epistemological constructivism) of an 
intentional culture that exists as a social entity outside those perceptions (ontological 
realism).  While allowing for this duality of the “school culture” phenomenon, critical 
realism further accommodates the dynamic dialectic between participant perceptions and 
cultural existence.  This dialectic forms a hermeneutical circle in which participant’s 
perceptions and the school culture are mutually impacted.  While phenomenology guided 
this study to focus on student perceptions; critical realism informs the interview process to 
focus on broad descriptions of school culture, guided by prompts reflecting core elements 
of the intentional Essential School Culture.  This methodological lens further fits with my 
conceptual framework using Hatch’s (1984) Cultural Dynamics, which asserts the 
circularity of cultural structure and dynamics as mediated by participant perceptions and 
experiences. 
      The epistemological constructivism embedded in Maxwell’s Critical Realism also 
contends that student perceptions are influenced by past and present cultural interaction 
and other attributes of their own historicity and individuality.  This point guided my 
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interview process to embrace student discussion of past school experiences, as well as any 
other significant information they wanted to share.  Exploring student perceptions was an 
effective method for this project’s central research questions for several reasons.  As 
previously explicated in the literature review, interviewing for student perceptions has 
repeatedly demonstrated high validity, reliability and effectiveness and understanding 
school culture processes and dynamics. Further, student perceptions have been directly 
linked to positive outcomes, especially for at-risk urban youth. The study’s ultimate 
method was a qualitative approach involving in-depth interviews with Mill Cities Charter 
School students. 
      In summary, Maxwell’s Critical Realism fits this project’s endeavor to capture the 
students’ subjective understanding of the objective reality of Mill Cities Charter School’s 
school culture.  There is a concrete school culture that exists in reality, but its description 
is mediated by subjective understanding and perceptions.  Framed within Hatch’s Cultural 
Dynamics Model of organizational culture, a methodological approach of Critical Realism 
enabled the conceptual integration of established empirical dimensions of school culture 
and participants’ subjective understanding of these dimensions.   
The Setting 
    The setting for this project was an urban, public charter school located in a Northeastern 
state, which serves a racially and economically diverse, at-risk youth population from two 
of its most economically oppressed cities.  The Mill Cities Charter School opened in 2002, 
admitting a total of 70 students.  From its origins, the Mill Cities Charter School was built 
on the Essential School Philosophy, based on the founders’ experiences applying Essential 
	
 
31	
School Principles for 30 years prior in a summer educational enrichment program.  
Interestingly, this program had not only been established on Essential School Principles, 
but Dr. Ted Sizer himself had been involved in the program’s creation.  This summer 
program had demonstrated continued academic success for its students, both in the summer 
and through the following school year, through personalized relationships and community 
based learning. In 1998, a group of involved educators and social service professionals 
realized the lack of alternative high school options in the urban centers of the state.  
Recognizing the success of the summer program, they proposed the establishment of the 
Mill Cities Charter School based on the Essential School Philosophy.  Many of the school’s 
founders, including the two key administrators, continue to work at the school today.  The 
school’s relationship with the Coalition of Essential Schools continues to this day through 
membership in the Coalition, participation in research conferences and networking 
activities.  There are also continuing professional relationships between the school’s 
administration/founders and key Essential School leaders and partners.  
     The Mill Cities Charter School has an exceptional record of success for its students, 
making it an ideal site for this study.  While the state’s graduation rates for its most affluent 
communities are 95%, similar to other economically oppressed, disadvantaged school 
districts in the state, the graduation rate in the two cities associated with Mill Cities Charter 
School are 75% and 73% respectively.  In contrast, Mill Cities Charter School has received 
a 90% retention rate and a 100% graduation rate during the 2015-2016 school year (State 
Department of Education, 2017). It is the only non-entrance exam urban high school in the 
state to achieve commended status from the Department of Education for three years in a 
	
 
32	
row (Mill Cities Charter School, 2017). Receiving the highest distinction of commended 
status indicates positive outcomes on several state standard achievement measures 
including graduation rates, college acceptance rate and proficiency on state math and 
reading tests. 
    The Mill Cities Charter School’s high rates of achievement on traditional academic 
measures suggest the presence of some phenomenon that enables student success.  There 
is anecdotal evidence that the school culture, modeled upon the principles of the Essential 
School Philosophy, has a great impact on these high levels of performance.   
   Mill Cities Charter School is located just outside of the downtown area, and near the 
border, of the two cities that it serves.   These two cities were major manufacturing centers 
from the Industrial Revolution until the historical decline of manufacturing after World 
War II.  These once vibrant cities, located in the heart of an historically rich Northeast 
industrial corridor, have suffered steady economic decline in the last 50 years.  Mill Cities 
Charter School is on a moderately busy street in a densely populated residential area.  Its 
neighbors are mostly families who live in crowded triple decker housing that is 
characteristic of historically industrial cities in the Northeast.  The school is accessible 
through public transit, with a short walk to the nearest bus stop and downtown area. The 
building is divided into two sides, with the Mill Cities Charter School on one side and an 
elementary school next door.    
    The Mill Cities Charter School building was built in 1970 as office space and storage 
for a construction company.    The building’s façade is brown cement bricks with three 
entrances on front and sides.  While the outside color of the building is dull in appearance, 
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there is a colorful urban food and flower garden with benches and garden 
sculptures.  Looking upwards, one can see classroom windows decorated in various ways, 
along with signs on the front bearing the school’s name.  There is a very small parking lot 
in the front and on the sides, but no other land area that the school can call its own.   
    Upon entering the building, one is welcomed by a bright interior which features student 
artwork, awards and posting of daily activities.  Visitors are immediately greeted by 
friendly office staff who assist them with any needs and escort them to their destinations 
in the building.  Many visitors have noted feeling a sense of community as soon as they 
walk in the door.  When any guests are walking through the building, they are greeted by 
most all students and staff they encounter.   Visitors enter the building on the top floor, 
which consists of 10 classrooms, 7 administrative and support staff offices and 3 small 
“mini-rooms” for working with students individually.  On the ground floor, there are an 
additional 6 classrooms, 3 offices, 3 “mini-rooms” and a large two level multipurpose room 
used for lunch, assemblies and other special events.  The multi-purpose room is very bright, 
with lots of natural light from full wall length windows approximately 20 feet 
high.  Walking through the building, one immediately recognizes a student-centered school 
culture that embraces diversity, promotes academic achievement and fosters 
community.  This is visually portrayed through student artwork, a student graffiti wall, 
notices for social events, pictures of student accomplishments, posters with quotations 
reflecting respect for cultural diversity and posters prominently displaying the school’s 
values and principles.   
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     The Mill Cities Charter School has a diverse staff of 45, including 2 administrators, 1 
business manager, 20 teachers, 1 Special Education Director, 6 Special Education 
Teachers, 3 Administrative Support Staff, 13 Student Support Personnel including 2 
Student Service Coordinators, 3 Clinical Social Workers, 1 Clinical Psychologist, 1 
Occupational Therapist, 1 Speech and Language Therapist, 1 Behavior Specialist, 1 Special 
Services Coordinator and 1 Summer/Afterschool Program Coordinator.  There are also 5 
half-time graduate and undergraduate social work students who provide additional support 
services to the students. The Student/Teacher Ratio is 1:10 and the average size of classes 
is 12-15 students.  The staff is diverse including variations of race, gender, ethnicity, age 
and socioeconomic status.   Approximately half the staff has been there 10 years or more, 
with the rest divided into those there 5-10 years or less than 5 years.  Some of the school’s 
original founders are still working there today. 
    Strong Student Support Services are a hallmark of Mill Cities Charter School.  Students 
are supported both academically by teachers and socially/emotionally by the Student 
Support Staff.  Further, teachers and support staff have multiple roles, serving both as 
academic instructors, advisors and counselors.  Each student is part of a small advisory 
group that meets twice daily for personalized educational planning and supportive 
services.  Students also have access to the 12 members of the Student Support Team, who 
provide social and emotional support.  Approximately 25% of students receive counseling 
or other individual support from one person on a weekly basis and many other students 
seek these services on an as-needed basis.  There is also a student mentoring program that 
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pairs upper and underclassmen to provide a supportive peer relationship to younger 
students.   
    The Mill Cities Charter School’s 250 students come from diverse racial, ethnic, cultural, 
religious and socio-economic backgrounds.  For the 2015-2016 school year, student 
ethnicity was reported as 62% Hispanic and 38% Non-Hispanic.  For the 38% Non-
Hispanic students choosing an additional racial or ethnic identity, the breakdown was 61% 
White, 27% Black, 2% Asian/Pacific Islander and 26% Native American/Alaskan.  Most 
of the students are socioeconomically at-risk, with 81% receiving free or reduced 
lunch.  Differential learning abilities are also represented in the student population as 15% 
of students have an IEP and 5% have a 504 plan (Mill Cities Charter School, 2017).  
    During the 2015-2016 school year when this research was conducted, the school 
embarked on a 3-year expansion plan to increase the student population from 165 to 360 
students. Over the three-year period, the population increase was planned to move from 
165 to 250 in 2015-2016; 250-300 in 2016-2017; and finally from 300 to 360 in 2017-
2018.  Implications of the expansion for this research are discussed in the last 3 chapters.  
A major reason for the expansion was to provide more students the opportunity to attend 
the Mill Cities Charter School.  For the 2015-2016 academic year, the school received 240 
applications through its lottery system and was able to offer 136 students enrollment (Mill 
Cities Charter School, 2017).  If not for the expansion, only approximately 45 of the 240 
applicants would have been able to enroll.  Other supporting reasons for expansion 
included additional funding and resources to meet federal requirements and offer a broader 
curriculum.  Further, increasing size would enable to the school to take its success to the 
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next level by becoming recognized as a model school that shares promising practices with 
others.   
    The daily structure of the school day includes both academic time and time devoted to 
personal support and community building.  The school day begins with a student led 
morning meeting in the multipurpose room that is managed by each advisory on a rotating 
basis.  The Morning Meeting consists of announcements and activities to promote a 
positive start to the day and build community.  Students then proceed to academic classes, 
which follow an inclusive standard college preparatory curriculum.  All students return to 
the multipurpose room for lunch at 12:00 p.m.  After lunch, they go to advisory for 35 
minutes on four days, with a long advisory period of 1.5 hours one day per week.  In the 
afternoon, students attend regular academic classes 2 days per week, long advisory one day 
per week and Community Improvement Project classes 2 days per week.  The Community 
Improvement Projects (CIP’s) are a signature feature of the school’s focus on service 
learning and community involvement.  These CIP classes focus on learning about a 
community problem and leading change efforts to improve the identified issue.  For 
example, the issue of urban food justice (access to fresh foods) was addressed through a 
partnership with local university and environmental groups to create the garden in front of 
the school.  All students are involved in service learning, which includes CIP’s, followed 
by job shadows and internships in their own areas of interest.   
    The Mill Cities Charter School was an ideal site for exploring how an intentional school 
culture, based on the Essential School Philosophy, promotes positive youth outcomes.  As 
previously stated, Mill Cities Charter School designed its educational environment on the 
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basis of Essential School Principles.   The following key descriptive elements of the Mill 
Cities Charter School correlate with Essential School Principles: Community 
Connectedness, Student Support Services, Social/Emotional Learning (embedded 
throughout curriculum), Bullying Prevention, Intentional Culture of Caring, Personalized 
Relationships with Students, Community Partnerships, Habits of Mind, Student Portfolios, 
Service Learning, Interdisciplinary Focus, Emphasis on Developing Multiple Intelligences, 
Alternative Methods of Evaluation, Personalized Learning, Individualized Postsecondary 
Planning, Community of Learners, Teachers as Generalists, Democratic Decision Making, 
Afterschool and Weekend Programs, Summer Programing and Strategic Planning.   For 
the purposes of this project, a conceptual continuity can be created between the standard 
research-based domains of school culture, the Essential School Principles and the 
intentional elements of Mill Cities Charter School Culture.  Expanding Table 1 from the 
Introduction to include Mill Cities Charter School’s operationalization of Essential School 
Principles into its school culture, Table 2 below illustrates how Essential School Principles 
link to standard school culture domains and their expression/operationalization at Mill 
Cities Charter School. 
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Table 2 
School Culture Dimensions, Essential School Principles and Charter School Culture 
School	Culture	
Key	Dimensions		
Essential	School	Guiding	
Principles	
Mill	Cities	Charter	School	Cultural	Elements	and	
Recognizable	Probes(	Student	colloquialisms	
italicized)		
Safety	 Democracy	and	Equity	 Connectedness	to	School	Community	
(Community	Meeting,	Advisory,	School	Council)	
Student	Support	Services	
(Student	Support,	RIC	interns,	Advisory)	
Social/	Emotional	Learning	
(Facing	History,	All	School	Advisory)	
Bullying	Prevention	Programs	
(Mix-It	Up,	Conflict	Resolution,	Peer	Mediation,	
Graffiti	Wall	Project,	Stop	the	Haters)	
Relationships	 Personalization	
Student-as-Worker:	
Teacher	as	Coach	
Culture	of	Caring	(Mill	Cities	Charter	School	Way)	
Community	Partnerships	(CIPS,	SPIRIT,	Young	
Voices).	
Teaching	and	
Learning	
Learning	to	Use	One’s	
Mind	Well	
	
Less	is	More:	Depth	Over	
Coverage	
	
	
Demonstration	of	Mastery	
	
Habits	of	Mind	(HM’s)	
Portfolio	(PLevel	1-4)	
	
Service	Learning	(job	shadows,	internships,	CIP’s)	
Community	Involvement	
Project	Based	Learning	
	
Interdisciplinary	Focus	
(Socratic	Seminars,	Senior	Seminar,	Combined	
Classes,	Portfolio	Competencies,	Facing	History).	
Multiple	Intelligences		
(Social/Emotional	Learning,	Creative	Projects,	
Character	Report	Card,	HM’s)	
Alternative	Methods	of	Evaluation	
(Senior	Projects,	Exhibition	Night,	Socratic	
Seminar,	Portfolio)	
Institutional	
Environment	
Goals	Apply	to	All	Students	
	
A	Tone	of	Decency	and	
Trust	
Personalized	Learning	
(Individualized	Learning	Plan,	Personal	Literacy	
Plan)	
	
Postsecondary	Planning	Process	
(College	Visits,	Senior	Seminar,	Advisory	Planning,	
Juniors	Night,	Senior	Day”)	
	
Community	of	Learners	
(Advisory,	Group	Projects,	Assemblies,	Long	
Advisory,	Community	Meeting”)	
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School	
Improvement	
Process	
Commitment	to	the	Entire	
School	
	
Resources	Dedicated	to	
Teaching	and	Learning	
Teachers	are	Generalists	first,	specialists	second.	
(teacher	roles	as	advisor,	mentor,	coach,	
consultant)	
Democratic	Decision	Making	
(student	government,	student	empowerment,	
student	representation”)	
After	School	and	Weekend	Programs	
(After	BACS,	Spirit	Follow-Ups,	Saturday	Academy)	
Strategic	Plan	(The	Expansion)	
	
 
Participants 
    Mill Cities Charter School has a total of 250 students in grades 9-12 and a staff of 45 
teachers, administrators, clinical and support staff.  The population of interest is the 40 of 
the total 46 members of the 2015/2016 senior class who completed all four years at Mill 
Cities Charter School.  Since the core research questions explore the Essential School 
Culture’s experiential and developmental impacts; seniors were chosen because they had 
participated in the school culture for the longest period over time. A random sampling 
method was utilized to choose 20 participants from the senior class of 2015-2016.   
Procedures 
     Recruitment Process.  The recruitment process began with my attending a session of 
Mill Cities Charter School’s Senior Seminar, as the Principal Investigator (PI) of the 
project, to briefly distribute a recruitment flyer which included the following 
information:  (a) the study’s purpose (b) who was conducting the research and contact 
information (c) how potential participants would be randomly selected (d) what 
participation entailed (e) the voluntary nature of the study, including the consent/assent 
processes, and (f) a statement of support for the research from Mill Cities Charter School’s 
Principal (see attached).    
	
 
40	
     After the informational visit to Senior Seminars, Mill Cities Charter School’s 
administration provided me with a list of all graduating seniors who met the study criteria 
of attending the school for all four years.  Next, l randomly selected a sample of 20 seniors 
to recruit into the study (approximately 50% of the entire pool).  While replacement via 
random sampling from this list was planned, all 20 students who were initially asked agreed 
to participate.  Further, more than half of the students who were not selected asked if they 
could participate, thus demonstrating student interest in the project. 
    Once the sample was selected, a recruitment information packet describing the study, in 
both English and Spanish, was sent home to the 7 recruited students who were under 
18.  The 13 recruited students who were 18 or over received the packet themselves in 
school.  The packet consisted of (1) a letter from me on Boston University stationary which 
explained: (a) the study’s purpose and who was conducting the study, (b) the basis for the 
random selection of their child being chosen to potentially participate in the study, (c) what 
participation entailed, including the requirement of parental consent for seniors under 18 
years of age; and (d) how to contact me with any questions; and (2) a letter from the School 
Principal expressing support for the research. For potential participants under the age of 
18, the recruitment packet also included a parental/legal guardian consent form.  
     Consent and Assent for Students Under Age 18.  The parent/legal guardian of a 
student under age 18 received a consent form as part of the information packet brought 
home by their child.  Also included in the packet was a pre-addressed envelope to me.  The 
parent/legal guardian was asked to place the signed consent form in the envelope and have 
their child deliver it back to my mailbox at Mill Cities Charter School.   All students 
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returned consent forms with a positive response within one week, so no follow up phone 
calls to the parent/guardian were required.  After obtaining parental consent, I met briefly 
with each potential student participant during a study break to explain the project, including 
sharing another copy of the recruitment flyer.  I explained that s/he was one of the randomly 
selected students and explored his/her interest in participating.  All students expressed 
interest in participating.  Meeting dates for the interviews were then established at mutually 
agreed upon times with each student. At the start of the meeting, prior to beginning the 
interview, students were given assent forms to read.  Sufficient time was allowed for the 
participant to read the assent form and then I asked if they had any questions or concerns.  I 
also verbally explained the meaning of confidentiality, the right to not answer any question 
and/or withdraw from the research process at any time.  Confidentiality was explained 
using Mill Cities Charter School’s protocol, which includes a clear statement of the legal 
and ethical limits to confidentiality.  Once the assent form was signed, the study interview 
began. 
     Consent for Students Over the Age of 18.  For students who were over 18, I also met 
briefly with the potential participants during a study break to explain the project, including 
sharing another copy of the recruitment flyer.  I explained that s/he was one of the randomly 
selected students and explored his/her interest in participating.  If the student expressed 
interest in participating, I set up a meeting for the interview at a mutually agreed time. 
    At the start of the meeting, prior to beginning the study interview, I gave the potential 
participant the consent form to read.  After allowing sufficient time for the individual to 
read the form, I asked if they had any questions or concerns.  I also verbally explained the 
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meaning of confidentiality, the right not to answer any question and/or withdraw from the 
research process at any time.  Confidentiality was explained using Mill Cities Charter 
School’s protocol, which includes a clear statement of the legal and ethical limits to 
confidentiality.  Once the consent form was signed, the study interview began. 
     Interview Process.  The individual interviews were conducted by the Principal 
Investigator, who is also a social work supervisor at the school.  While I did not have any 
direct relationship with any of the interview participants, their knowledge of my 
employment at the school may have positively or negatively influenced their decision to 
participate in the interview, as well as their level of comfort and openness during the 
interview.  Since the impact of my role at the school may have raised ethical questions and 
influenced the credibility of the data, I reassured interviewees that their participation was 
voluntary and that there will be no negative consequences for the information they share.  I 
also had the students’ advisors reassure the voluntary nature of their participation, as well 
as the importance of their self-determination in deciding what to share in the interview.   
    Interviews took place in private rooms within Mill Cities Charter School during the 
school day at a time agreeable to the student.  A semi-structured, generalized interview 
guide with open-ended questions was used to conduct one in-depth 60-minute individual 
interview with each student.  With the participant’s permission, the interview was 
audiotaped using a computer program for audio recording during the interview.  At the start 
of the interview, the participant was reminded of confidentiality, interview protocol and all 
aspects of informed consent.  Students were also reminded of the complete voluntary nature 
of the interview content and process, as well as their ability to withdraw at any time. 
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Confidentiality was explained using Mill Cities Charter School’s protocol, which includes 
a clear statement of the legal and ethical limits to confidentiality.  Students were asked to 
identify a pseudonym for their interview; if the student couldn’t identify a pseudonym, the 
researcher selected one. If the student agreed to continue the interview process, s/he was 
first asked basic demographic information, including age, gender, race and ethnicity. Then 
a generalized interview guide was used to address the project’s two core research questions: 
1. How do graduating seniors describe and experience the key elements of school 
culture at Mill Cities Charter School? 
2. What role, if any, do they think this school culture has played in their own personal, 
social and academic development? 
     To address these research questions, the interview guide included the following 3 open-
ended questions with probes to encourage elaboration and explication of details.  As 
outlined in Table 2, the probes for school culture description and experience were 
centralized around meaningful and recognizable elements of Mill Cities Charter School’s 
Culture, which are also linked to both the five selected school culture domains from the 
literature and related Essential School Principles (detailed in the literature review).  The 
emphasis here was on linking standard school culture domains, Essential School Principles 
and related/corresponding meaningful and recognizable elements of Mill Cities Charter 
School’s Culture. 
(1) How would you describe to an outsider, or a student considering enrolling, what the 
school culture is like at Mill Cities Charter School?  
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(2) How do you personally experience or feel about the school culture at Mill Cities Charter 
School? 
     Probes for these open-ended questions included student perceptions of each specific 
element of Mill Cities Charter School’s culture indicated in the last column of Table 2 (i.e. 
“Connectedness to School Community, Student Support Services, Social/Emotional 
Learning, Culture of Caring”, etc.).   Probes began with this official terminology used to 
describe Mill Cities Charter School’s culture.   If interviewees did not respond to official 
terminology, probes were expanded to include representative colloquialisms regularly used 
by students at the school (see italicized items in Table 2).  This list of recognizable student 
colloquialisms was developed in conjunction with staff at Mill Cities Charter School. 
     After obtaining student descriptions and experiences of Mill Cities Charter School’s 
culture, a third question was asked to explore the role they perceive school culture may 
have played in their own personal, social and academic development.  
3. Can you share with me any positive or negative ways that the school culture has 
influenced your own personal, social and academic development? 
Probes for this open-ended question included the following examples of personal, social 
and academic development.   
1. Personal Development – self-esteem, self-concept, self-efficacy 
2. Social Development – self-awareness, social awareness, relationships, problem 
solving and decision making 
3. Academic Development – critical thinking skills, intellectual development, 
academic performance outcomes, academic motivation and future vision/plans 
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    At the end of the interview, students were thanked for their participation and invited to 
contact the researcher with any future questions or issues they might want to discuss.  While 
no students were emotionally upset during the interview process, there was a planned 
response to see advisors or clinicians if such emotional distress occurred.  If there was any 
sign of distress, students were also to be asked if they needed a break.  However, no 
students had any emotional distress or needed breaks from the interview process.    
    As the Principal Investigator, I recorded and transcribed all the interviews using 
transcription software.   Interview transcripts were securely saved electronically on my 
password protected computer and transcript/paper copies were locked in a file cabinet in 
my office.  The list cross referencing participants’ names and pseudonyms and completed 
consent forms was locked in a different file cabinet than the one with the paper copies of 
the transcripts. 
     Analysis of Data.  Reflecting the qualitative nature of the study, data collection and 
analysis occurred concurrently.  A field journal was utilized to record emerging themes, 
patterns and insights (Lofland & Lofland, 1984).  NVivo software was used to assist with 
data management and analysis given the large amounts of material collected.   Data analysis 
was approached with an inductive and interpretative approach to identify patterns, themes 
and interactions in the data (Patton, 2002, 2012).  Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six phase 
model for thematic analysis was applied to the coding process.  The first step of 
“familiarizing yourself with the data” involved reading the transcript of each interview and 
“noting initial ideas”.  Next, each interview was further line by line in vivo coded to 
increase awareness of participants’ language and perceptions (Strauss, 1987).  In vivo 
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coding maintains this project’s focus on student voices, experiences and 
perceptions.  Further, it is a recommended method for educational studies of this kind 
(Saldana, 2016).  The second step of “generating initial codes” was accomplished through 
rereading each interview and creating codes for significant content areas in relation to the 
5 dimensions of school culture and the three domains of personal, social and academic 
development.  The third step of “searching for themes” proceeded with examining codes, 
looking for patterns and creating categories for grouping codes together.  The existing 
literature on school culture and Essential School Philosophy was used to create the 
conceptual framework (in Table 2), which informed both construction of the interview 
guide and the development of thematic categories in the coding process.  The fourth step 
of “reviewing themes” involved first reviewing themes in relation to each section of the 
interview in regard to the dimensions of school culture and domains of development; and 
then evaluating the relevance of themes for all the data. The fifth step of “defining and 
naming themes” involved specifically defining and narratively interpreting what each 
theme means and its significance for the project.  This step involved not only NVivo 
analysis, but manual analysis and organizing of each school culture category's results using 
Microsoft Word and handwritten note cards.  The final step of “producing the report” 
involved relating the interpretive analysis of themes back to the research questions and 
relevant literature.  The interpretive analysis utilized Hatch’s (1993) Cultural Dynamics 
Model to interpret how student perceptions of culture may be processually linked to their 
perceptions of positive personal, social and emotional development.  Parenthetically 
inserting Hatch’s terminology, this means exploring how student perceptions of 
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constitutive cultural elements (assumptions, values) are processually linked (manifestation, 
realization, interpretation, symbolization) to positive outcomes (artifacts).   
    Throughout the data analysis process, I applied Braun and Clarke’s (2006) 15-point 
Checklist of Criteria for Good Thematic Analysis, which provides checkpoints for the 
researcher during each stage of the process including transcription, coding, analysis and 
the written report.  Since thematic analysis is a highly adaptive process, this checklist 
helped to insure consistency between the conceptual framework and resulting data 
analysis.  For example, the coding checkpoints include prompts for insuring well-defined 
categories, thematic internal consistency, comprehensiveness and comparison of themes 
back to original data.  The checkpoints for analysis include reminders for clear explanation 
of trends, correspondence between data and interpretation, inclusive balancing of general 
conclusions supported by specific examples.  Utilizing this checklist helped to insure that 
researcher subjectivity does not compromise thorough and accurate data analysis. Specific 
suggestions from Braun and Clarke’s Checklist were applied to each stage of the 
analysis. For example, in the “Transcription” stage of analysis, I rechecked my completed 
transcripts by simultaneously proofreading and listening to taped interviews.  During the 
“Coding” stage, I continually compared coded themes and categories back to the data to 
check for researcher subjectivity.  I also employed line by line “in-vivo” coding to insure 
coded themes were consistent with students’ own words.  In the “Analysis” phase, I 
repeatedly compared initial analytical conclusions back to the data, including careful 
attention to maintaining a balance between objective findings and initial interpretive 
assumptions.  In addition, I included carefully chosen verbatim quotations from the 
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transcripts to support each analytic conclusion.  In preparing the “Written Report”, I 
consistently applied the study’s core epistemological  (Critical Realism) and theoretical 
frameworks (Organizational Culture Theory) to assure philosophical consistency between 
the project’s methodological stance and analytic conclusions.  Finally, my own subjectivity 
was also safeguarded by attention to Braun and Clarke’s (2006) recommendations for 
balance between researcher’s “active” positioning juxtaposed against “emerging themes” 
(2007, p.37).  Overall, Braun and Clarke’s (2006) checklist provided consistent reminders 
for checking the consistency between data and conclusions, which was especially 
important since this researcher was already embedded in the school setting.   
     Study Limitations.  This study’s methodology inherently limits its generalizability 
beyond the specific sample of students studied.  The study design did not allow full 
explanation of the possible relationship between an Essential School Culture and student 
success.  It also did not account for all the intervening variables that might explain the 
results obtained.  Threats to reliability included difficulty in replication because the General 
Interview Guide allows great flexibility in the interview process.  My own inexperience 
completing qualitative interviews may have also affected the data collection process.  
Finally, the results may be impacted by research bias as I am an employee at the school.  My 
subjective opinions about the school may have impacted the interview process.  My role at 
the school could also have impacted student responses.  Although I did not provide services 
or interact individually with any of the interviewees, the knowledge that I work at the 
school could have affected their perceptions, communication and comfort level during the 
interview process.  In summary, there were many limitations and threats to reliability and 
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validity.  However, the study’s design hopefully yielded important descriptive information 
about how an Essential School Culture may contribute to students’ positive personal, social 
and academic development.  
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Chapter 4 – Introduction to the Participants 
 
 
Introduction to Participant Demographics and Profiles 
 
     In keeping with this research’s phenomenological emphasis on the significance of 
student perceptions, this chapter presents an introduction to the participants whose voices 
are the focus of this study.  The table below provides a brief description of participants in 
terms of major summary demographics (age, gender, ethnicity, immigration/first 
generation status).  This is accompanied by a narrative description of the sample 
population.  Finally, a brief descriptive profile of each student is presented.  All students 
chose or were assigned pseudonyms at the time of the interview. 
Table 3  
 
Participant Demographics and Individualized Information 
 
NAME 
(pseudonym) 
GENDER AGE  
(at time of 
interview) 
ETHNICITY IMMIGRATION 
(FIRST 
GENERATION 
IN U.S.). 
FIRST  
GENERATION 
TO GRADUATE 
HIGH SCHOOL 
ADELE      F      19 LATINA YES YES 
ALEJANDRIA      F      17 LATINA YES YES 
ACE      M      18 LATINO YES YES 
DEMI      F      18 WHITE NO YES 
DAYA      M      17 LATINO YES YES 
EDSHEERAN      F      18 BLACK/LATINO YES YES 
GABBY      F       18 CAPE VERDEAN YES YES 
JARVIS      M      17 WHITE NO NO 
JIMIN      F      18 LATINA YES YES 
LAUREN      F      18 LIBERIAN YES YES 
LUCY      F      18 LATINA YES YES 
MARYJO 
BLIGE 
     F      18 BLACK NO YES 
MATTHEW     U      18 LATINA YES YES 
MELISSA     F      17 LATINA YES YES 
PARIS     F      18 LATINA YES YES 
ROMEO     F      17 LATINA DR YES YES 
RAZAH     M      18 LATINO NO YES 
SELENA     F      17 WHITE NO YES 
STEFAN     M      18 BLACK YES YES 
TAYA     F      17 LATINA YES YES 
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Summary Description of Sample Population.  As the table above indicates, the sample 
population was representatively diverse in terms of gender, age, ethnicity, immigration and 
first generation status. Of the 20 students randomly selected for interviews, gender 
identification included 14 females, 5 males and 1 undecided.  The sample’s age ranged 
from 17-19, with 35% 17 year olds, 60% 18 year olds and 5% 19 year olds.  With regard 
to racial and ethnic background, 60% of the students were Latino/Latina; 15% were White, 
10% Black, 5% Cape Verdian and 5% Liberian.  Three-quarters of the participants were 
first generation Americans and all but one were first generation high school graduates.    
Brief Description of Each Participant.  The following section provides a brief description 
of each participant based on interview information and Principal Investigator observations. 
In keeping with this study’s focus on a phenomenological approach embracing Maxwell’s 
Critical Realism (2013), these descriptions hopefully provide background and perspective 
to elucidate the shared meanings of participant perceptions.  Having a brief glimpse into 
their individual profiles provides a sense of knowing, which can enhance understanding of 
their subjective perceptions and experiences of school culture. 
     Adele. Adele is a 19-year-old Latina Female who is in her fifth year at Mill Cities 
Charter School.  She describes herself as someone who “really cares about her grades”.  
Viewing the school culture as “like a family”, Adele stresses how much the “support” at 
Mill Cities Charter School has helped her personally and academically.  She describes 
herself as somewhat “shy”, but has become involved in school activities and taken 
leadership roles in event planning.  Adele has been involved in many Community Service 
Projects, including some focused on helping ESL adults and addressing language barrierfor 
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immigrants coming to the US.  Adele will be the first generation in her family to graduate 
and go to college.  Adele has been accepted to many colleges and is deciding which to 
attend.  She hopes to be a veterinarian. 
     Alejandria.  Alejandria is a 17-year-old Latina female who views Mill Cities Charter 
School as “family oriented” and finds the support she has received here a unique feature of 
the school culture.  Alejandria has been very involved in extracurricular and Community 
Service projects at Mill Cities Charter School, including organizing Blood Drives.  One of 
her unique high school experiences was participating in a college level neuroscience 
program, which included living on the campus of an Ivy League School.  Alejandria will 
be the first in her family to attend college and is currently trying to decide whether to go to 
attend college in Washington, DC or stay closer to home.   
     Ace.  Ace is an 18-year-old Latino male who has been at Mill Cities Charter School for 
four years. Ace describes Mill Cities Charter School culture as “tightly knit” and has 
enjoyed the opportunities here.  He has been involved in yearbook and a reading program 
called “Books are Wings”.  He has especially enjoyed working in the community and has 
learned that he can “make a difference in the world”.  He has also been involved in many 
community service activities, including local mentoring programs. He is very passionate 
about the importance of self-esteem in teens, especially boys, and this is the focus of his 
Senior Project.  Ace is the first one in his family to finish high school and will be attending 
community college in the Fall. 
     Demi.  Demi is an 18-year-old white female who expresses how she “loved” her 
experience at Mill Cities Charter School.  Her internships and service learning experiences 
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extended from working with Domestic Violence to community action agencies.  She was 
also involved in a project creating a public film festival with documentary pieces focused 
on social action issues.  She explains how she has benefited from the support and 
personalized learning at Mill Cities Charter School.  She is looking forward to graduating 
and studying to be a “traveling nurse” in other parts of the world. 
     Daya.  Daya is a 17-year-old Latino male who is extremely enthusiastic about his high 
school experience.  He describes Mill Cities Charter School as a “close knit family” 
characterized by an aura of “positivity”.  He has been involved in a variety of 
extracurricular and community service activities during his time at Mill Cities Charter 
School.  For example, he recently hosted an inspiring talent show where everyone was 
cheered on for trying to perform.  Beyond his emerging talents as a DJ and MC, Daya is 
proud to be heading towards a four-year college in a neighboring state next Fall. 
     Ed Sheeran.  Ed Sheeran is an 18-year-old Black/Latino female, who really enjoys the 
small environment at Mill Cities Charter School.  The small environment has helped her 
develop academic and community engagement skills. She is looking forward to graduation 
and trying to decide on college. Ed Sheeran is known at the school for her incredible and 
creative baking talents.  She hopes to establish a career in culinary arts. 
     Gabby.  Gabby is an 18-year-old Cape Verdean female who views Mill Cities Charter 
School as “like a home”.  She discussed the staff support and how everyone is connected.  
She has been involved in a variety of extracurricular and community service activities, 
leading to her nomination to the local “Teen Hall of Fame”.  Gabby has great leadership 
and organizational skills, which have made her a great event planner.  While she started 
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out wanting to be a teacher, her talents in organizing activities have led her interests 
towards a career in hospitality.  
     Jarvis.  Jarvis is a 17-year-old White male who enjoys the “close”, “supportive” and 
“friendly community” at Mill Cities Charter School.  He describes students here as 
“passionate, vocal and involved”.  For the past four years, Jarvis has been involved in many 
extracurricular and community based activities.  He has received many academic and 
community awards.  During his time at Mill Cities Charter School, he has developed great 
self-confidence and discovered his passion for theater.  He is looking forward to graduating 
and attending the local state university in the Fall. 
     Jimin.  Jimin is an 18-year-old Latina female who has been at Mill Cities Charter 
School for five years.  Seeing herself as the “big sister” to many younger students, she has 
taken a leadership role in her advisory group and other situations.  Jimin has been actively 
involved in many school and community service activities, including the Non-Profit 
Academy, Sci-Fi Club, Film Club and Literacy Leaders.  She is also a talented artist who 
has taught classes at a nearby elementary school as part of her service learning.  She is the 
first in her family to graduate and will be studying art at a local state college in the Fall. 
     Lauren.  Lauren is an 18-year-old female of Liberian heritage, who came to the United 
States at 12 years of age.  She views Mill Cities Charter School as a place of “love”, support 
and opportunity.  Throughout her years here, she has been very involved in community 
service activities including Project Earth, Above the Influence and Poverty Community 
Improvement Projects.  Her outstanding community service involvement has earned her a 
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four-year scholarship at a prestigious school in New England.  She is looking forward to 
be the first in her family to graduate and attend college.  
     Lucy.  Lucy is an 18-year-old Latina female who views Mill Cities Charter School as a 
place where students have a “personal bond” with their teachers.  She views this school as 
an environment where you learn not only what you need to know academically, but in life.  
She has been involved in community activities and service learning, including working at 
a nearby elementary school.  The support she has gained at Mill Cities Charter School has 
helped her to stay in school and now she is looking forward to graduating.  Lucy plans to 
study criminal justice at a local community college after graduation. 
     MaryJo Blige.  MaryJo Blige is an 18-year-old black female who is a star athlete at Mill 
Cities Charter School.  She views the school culture as providing a very supportive 
environment.  In addition to her participation in sports, Mary Jo Blige has been actively 
involved in many social causes within and outside the school.  As part of the Facing History 
Class, she has helped create awareness regarding issues of oppression including 
Islamophobia and homophobia.  Within the larger community, she has worked on adoption 
and foster care issues, which has earned her numerous scholarships and awards. Upon 
graduation, she plans to attend a small community college in a neighboring state. 
     Matthew.  Matthew is an 18-year-old Latina student who identified as “undecided” in 
regard to gender.  They3 view Mill Cities Charter School as a place that prepares students 
well for college or the next steps in their post-secondary plans.  While Matthew describes 
                                                
 
3	The pronoun “they” has been used here to represent Matthew’s preference and 
undecided gender identification.	
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the workload as sometimes “overwhelming”, they feel Mill Cities Charter School provides 
students with support to accomplish their goals.  Like many students, Matthew has been 
involved in a variety of extracurricular and community service activities during their time 
at Mill Cities Charter School.    One of Matthew’s most passionate interests is the need for 
mental health education in elementary schools.  They are looking forward to graduating 
and attending college to study social work. 
      Melissa. Melissa is a 17-year-old Latina female who describes the Mill Cities Charter 
School as “a place where you can find yourself and your passions”.  She views the staff 
and students as “her second family”.  Through her four years here, she has been involved 
in Homework Club, Literacy Leaders and other community based activities.  One of her 
greatest accomplishments was organizing a yearly fashion show that brought together 
students from other surrounding high schools to benefit children in foster care.   Melissa is 
the first in her family to attend college and will be starting at the local state university next 
Fall. 
     Paris.  Paris is an 18-year-old Latina female who views Mill Cities Charter School as a 
small community where individuals are “valued” and “respected”.  During her four years 
of high school, Paris has been actively involved in sports and Student Government.  
Outside Mill Cities Charter School, she has worked at the Statehouse as a page and been 
active in a variety of social causes.  She traveled to Central America as part of a school 
project.  After graduation, she will be heading to Washington, DC on a full scholarship in 
the hopes of someday becoming a diplomat. 
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     Romeo.  Romeo is a 17-year-old Latina female who specifically identifies as 
Dominican.  She finds Mill Cities Charter School to be a positive environment where 
students are recognized for their accomplishments.  She describes the school culture as 
“helping you figure out who you are as a person”.  Romeo has been involved in advocating 
on many different social issues, especially related to students’ rights in education.  Within 
the school, she has been a voice for student rights on such issues as the Dress Code, 
Technology Policies and Transgender Issues.  She has also conducted workshops at other 
local schools to educate teachers about Students’ Rights.  Beyond her local community 
work, Romeo also serves as a representative on the Student Advisory Council at the State 
Department of Education.  After graduation, she will be going to a local private university 
on a full scholarship.  
     Razah.  Razah is an 18-year-old Latino male who really likes the “small” and “close” 
environment at Mill Cities Charter School.  Throughout his high school career, he has been 
involved in many extracurricular activities, sports and organizing a fashion show.  He 
reports benefitting from the support he has received through relationships with staff.  As 
he so eloquently stated “Teachers here help you become something and find who you really 
are in life”.  For Razah, this includes future plans to pursue his education and become an 
Elementary School Teacher.   
     Selena. Selena is a 17-year-old white female student who describes Mill Cities Charter 
School students and staff as her “family away from family”.  Throughout her high school 
experience, Selena has been involved in many school events and community activities.  She 
really enjoys helping in the community, especially working with children.   Her particular 
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passion includes helping children in foster care, which has included working in afterschool 
programs.  As part of her senior project, she has also written a book about the life of a child 
in foster care.  In the Fall, she will be heading to a local state college to major in early 
childhood education and hopes to become a teacher. 
     Stefan.  Stefan is an 18-year-old black male who believes the “small culture” at Mill 
Cities Charter School enables an education that is tailored to each student’s needs.  While 
Stefan has been involved in many different social causes and community projects during 
his high school years, he is particularly passionate about the importance of helping younger 
students develop positive and supportive peer relationships.  To address these issues, he 
has developed a program for upperclassmen to mentor younger students within the school 
setting.  After graduation, he will be heading to a local state college to continue his 
education. 
     Taya.  Taya is a 17-year-old Latina female who describes Mill Cities Charter School as 
a “close knit” environment that is “different” from other schools.  She appreciates the 
support she gets from the staff and has realized her strengths during her time here.   Like 
many of Mill Cities Charter School students, she has been involved in a variety of 
community and service learning activities including Pennies for Patients, Community 
Forums, Literacy Leaders, Neighborhood Peace Walks and NAMI events.  She is looking 
forward to graduating and attending a local state university next year. 
Summary of Introduction to Participants.  These profiles provide a brief glimpse into 
the personal lives, accomplishments and aspirations of the interviewees.  This group of 
seniors is highly representative of the broad range of characteristics, interests, talents and 
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achievements of Mill Cities Charter School students.  In the next two chapters, these 
students’ voices provide an in-depth understanding of their experiences of school culture 
and its impacts on their development. 
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Chapter 5 – Findings Research Question 1 – Description and Experience of School 
Culture 
Introduction 
     The purpose of this research was to understand how a school culture, intentionally based 
on Essential School Principles, impacts the personal, social and academic development of 
its students.  Exploring student perceptions of school experience and its perceived impact 
on development yields an understanding of the process through which positive school 
cultures can promote student success.  This researcher asserts that understanding the 
relationship between school culture and student success can potentially inform educational 
policy at all levels regarding the importance of educational environment on urban high 
school students’ personal, social and academic development.  This chapter and the next 
present key findings attained through in-depth interviews with 20 graduating seniors 
regarding their descriptions, perceptions of experience and developmental impact of the 
Mill Cities Charter School’s culture.  While this chapter presents findings for the first 
research question regarding description and experience of school culture; the next chapter 
presents findings for the second research question relating to school culture’s impact on 
positive youth development. 
Key Findings for Description and Experience of School Culture 
     The presentation of findings for description and experience of school culture are 
organized first around general representations of school culture and its five specific 
dimensions identified in the literature:  Safety, Relationships, Teaching and Learning, 
Institutional Environment and the School Improvement Process.  For each theme, specific 
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categories that were coded are described, including a range of specific elements 
constituting the category.  For each category, one supporting interview excerpt is offered, 
followed by discussion of the finding’s significance.  Analysis of significance focuses on 
how the finding informs the “how” question of this research.  Further, each finding is 
contextualized for its contribution to forming an institutional cultural identity, which is key 
to the eventual theoretical analysis using Hatch’s Cultural Dynamics Model.  In this 
chapter, the essential argument is built for the existence of a unique institutional cultural 
identity, laying the foundation for the final chapter’s assertion that individual 
internalization of this cultural identity explains how school culture impacts development. 
     It is also important to note that although the first central research question combined 
student description and experience of school culture; the interview protocol had separated 
these questions regarding description and experience of school culture.  Students were first 
asked to objectively describe an element of school culture and then asked to tell about their 
experience of that element (i.e. safety).  However, during the interview process, students 
rarely differentiated between objective description and subjective experience of the school 
culture, so the findings were merged together in analysis.   
Students’ Initial Overall Descriptions of School Culture 
     Prior to exploring specific dimensions of school culture, the semi-structured interview 
initially asked students, very open-endedly, how they would describe the Mill Cities 
Charter School Culture.  The purpose of this question was to get their extemporaneous 
ideas before prompts were offered.  All 20 students offered initially positive descriptions 
of the school culture.  The resulting thematic categories of description were: close and 
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caring community; cultural values and quality of relationships; academic standards and 
support; and commitment to surrounding community.  Findings in each category are 
presented, exemplified with supporting data and analyzed for significance in relation to the 
central research questions. 
     Close and Caring Community.  For some students, opening descriptions of school 
culture emphasized a small community characterized by caring, knowing each other well 
and intimate relationships. These initial responses thematically reflected an intimate 
community of learners, truly engaged and involved, and concerned about each other’s 
welfare.  Key terms included descriptions of the culture as “small”, “close-knit”, “like a 
family”, a “community”. Romeo describes how this is different from other schools.  
I would begin with telling them that forget everything, like forget everything from 
middle school because this is a whole, this is a complete different setting than any 
other school…we’re really like a family.  ROMEO 
 
     Since the Mill Cities Charter School strives to create a close community and culture of 
caring, these findings indicate student perceptions are matching institutional goals.  
Students have a sense not only of both knowing and being known as students; but as being 
part of this specific “family” or “community”, which has a distinctive and recognizable 
cultural identity.  
     Cultural values and the Quality of Relationships.  These seniors also described their 
school culture with a discernable focus on specific values, which they further related to 
quality of relationships between peers and adults.  The Mill Cities Charter School culture 
was portrayed as based on “respect”, “positivity”, “caring”, “helping each other”, “growing 
up together” and “being involved”.  Relatedly, based on these values, both peer and teacher 
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student relationships were again depicted as “engaged”, “connected” and having “close 
bonds”.  In this “close and tight knit” environment, everyone knows each other’s name and 
students call teachers by first name.4  This relationship-based community was characterized 
as a supportive, caring and safe place.  Interestingly, three students even used the word 
“love” to describe Mill Cities Charter School Culture.  Others remarked on a welcoming 
atmosphere of positivity and happiness, which creates a particular “vibe” that can be felt 
even when outsiders are greeted as they come in.  Further, this school is a place of respect, 
where differences are appreciated and not judged. Students feel the freedom to express 
feelings and be themselves.  This small environment is also viewed by students as a place 
that allows personalization and catering to individuals.  As Lauren elaborates on the 
importance of these values and relationships, she also expresses how this school is different 
than others. 
We appreciate each other’s voices and different views and perspectives and we’re 
very respectful and we allow each other to have the freedom to express our feelings.  
As so, coming here, even entering, everyone’s happy and um, we engage with each 
other.  It’s still a very small community.  And everyone knows your name. Your 
principal knows your name.  You’re, all the teachers will know your name by now 
and it’s just um, it feels great knowing someone cares, especially when you come 
from schools where the culture is not even talked about.  LAUREN 
 
     These unprompted portrayals of school culture, as values and relationship qualities, 
imply students’ recognition of a specific institutional identity characterized by a specific 
set of ideals.  Further, as exemplified by Lauren’s thoughts above, there is an awareness of 
this type of culture not being apparent in other schools.  This differential demarcation of 
                                                
 
4	As discussed later, this ability to address teachers by first name turned out to be 
extremely significant to the development of relationships.  	
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the Mill Cities Charter School culture is evident in other interview excerpts throughout this 
discussion as well.  
     Academic Standards and Support.  In addition to caring community, values and 
relationships; some students characterized the school culture by its high academic 
standards, accompanied by strong academic support.5 These respondents described a 
rigorous academic environment that was “hard” and “challenging”, where you “push 
yourself”; but also qualified these expectations as “not uncomfortable”, due to support and 
teachers who wanted them to succeed.  Students view this powerful academic environment 
as crucial in preparing them for college and future success.  The Mill Cities Charter School 
was described as a place of “opportunities”, where students appreciated the chance to 
receive such a good “top notch” education, which one student compared to attending 
private school. As Matthew explains, these academic standards, complemented by 
consistent academic support, better prepares them for the future than other schools. 
It’s useful because I really feel like this school does prepare a student to move on 
to higher education, whether it’s college or something else.  But I think that 
compared to other schools, this place gets you ready.  They don’t beat around the 
bush, basically, like if you have an issue with like a subject, they work hard with 
you.  They like give you the opportunity to be able to work one on one with 
someone and things like that.  Support here is pretty good.  Like teachers here are 
very involved with student life.  So like, if you needed them to stay after school to 
work with you, they will probably move their schedule around in order to 
accommodate to whatever schedule the student has.  MATTHEW 
 
                                                
 
5	While emotional support was mentioned in the previous cultural description categories, 
this category is specifically differentiating academic support (rather than emotional, 
social or other types previously discussed).		
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     The depiction of school culture as typified by a specific set of academic standards and 
support suggests student discernment of the culture’s unique academic identity.  As 
Matthew and others offer a distinguishing comparison to other schools, these findings 
begin to develop a picture of the school’s cultural identity as very unique and recognizable 
for its students.   
     Commitment to Surrounding Community.  While most students mentioned a sense 
of caring inside the school, a few students noted a commitment of caring extending into 
the community, including the responsibility to help with problems and work towards 
improvement.  As Demi explains, The Mill Cities Charter School is viewed as aware and 
responsive to larger community needs. 
When I hear the Mill Cities Charter School's Way, I think of if there was something 
happening outside and there was, we knew that somebody needed help, we'd reach 
out and help them and give them our attention and help them in any way we can. 
DEMI 
 
     Emphasis on community commitment reflects the school’s focus on community 
involvement, which is further examined later on.  Further, the awareness of relationship to 
the outside community further supports a subjective institutional character interacting in 
objective relationship to outside systems.   
     Summary for General Description of School Culture.  Spontaneous positive 
descriptions of school culture yield an understanding of cultural characteristics most 
prominent in the minds of students.   Students’ perceptions emphasized a caring close 
environment, distinguished by values and committed to the outside community.  These 
perceived elements indicate a positive school culture with engaged students and adults.  
Further, students describe cultural features as different in comparison to other schools, 
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which suggests recognition of a unique institutional cultural identity for the Mill Cities 
Charter School. 
Descriptions of Colloquialism “Mill Cities Charter School Way” 
     In addition to exploring these spontaneous and general descriptions of school culture, 
interviewees were also specifically asked about the term “Mill Cities Charter School Way” 
which is a frequently used term to describe the school’s culture, values and norms.  Again, 
students were asked how they would explain this term to an outsider. All students knew 
this term well, but had very different ways of explicating its meaning.  Mill Cities Charter 
School Way was differentially described in themes of characteristics and behaviors; 
environmental norms; relationships; comparison to other schools; academic standards and 
beyond description.6  Further, students described a culture that exists independently outside 
of themselves, but which they are part of, that must be protected and passed on to others.  
As discussed later, many also saw this culture at risk of changing due to the expansion. 
 
     Characteristics/Behavior of Individuals.  The majority of students described Mill 
Cities Charter School Way in terms of student characteristics or behaviors.  The most 
common characteristic descriptions included being supportive, helping each other, 
encouraging each other, being positive and open.  There was a strong sense of being 
“stronger together” and not being competitive; rather “all trying to help each other get to 
                                                
 
6 Throughout the Findings report, there are sometimes additional miscellaneous responses 
that didn’t fit into coding categories, but were significant.  In these cases, a final thematic 
category of other miscellaneous responses was added in certain sections at the end to 
capture interesting individual perceptions that didn’t fit into coded themes.   
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the top”.   Ultimately, many students also described Mill Cities Charter School Way as 
“being successful”.   
     Additional characteristic and behavioral based descriptions included becoming 
involved with others outside the school, including meeting new people, working with 
others and listening to others’ ideas.  As in the previous section, students also portrayed 
the Mill Cities Charter School Way as including an ethos of responsibility and desire to be 
involved in helping and improving the larger community.  Students stressed the Mill Cities 
Charter School Way is to be passionate, vocal and involved.   
     Complementing these norms of community involvement, students also emphasized a 
focus on their own individual identity – including “being yourself”, “not just doing what 
you want”, but “following what your heart wants” and being passionate about your own 
interests.  When students described the values of helping, encouraging and supporting 
others; they often added the importance of being supporting, encouraging and positive 
towards oneself, need to support, encourage, help and be positive with yourself, as well as 
recognizing personal strengths and weaknesses.  Students depicted something unique and 
different about the Mill Cities Charter School Way, which translated into a view of 
themselves as different as students.  As one student noted “our language and behavior are 
different”. 
     Some students also used the school’s Habits of Mind to describe key characteristics of 
Mill Cities Charter School Way including: Collaboration, Community Engagement, 
Creativity, Gratitude, Grit, Humility, Integrity, Optimism, Organization, Self-Advocacy, 
Upstanderness, Wellness, Zest (Mill Cities Charter School, 2017).  Additional 
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characteristics/behaviors included being welcoming, smart, making smart decisions. 
Students also viewed the Mill Cities Charter School Way as understanding that attending 
this school was a valuable opportunity.  While these characteristic and behavioral 
descriptions were diverse, Daya’s response exemplifies many of these themes.  
If I use one word, I think it will be positive or positivity.  Because the Mill Cities 
Charter School Way is like zero negativity.  It’s like we don’t tolerate any put-
downs you know.  If I hear someone put someone down, I’m like “Hey, Whoa, that 
wasn’t cool you know, like your intentions weren’t that was, that was just out of, 
you know that we don’t like that”.  And um, the Mill Cities Charter School Way is 
all about positivity, you know we encourage, you know, we encourage um good 
grades you know like “hey, you got an awesome grade in that”.  Awesome, um we 
encourage community involvement, you know that’s like number one, you know 
even though, I’m saying this from students encouraging each other, an um, I feel 
like that’s really important because you don’t see that a lot.  DAYA 
 
     This perceptive focus on characteristics and behaviors is a significant finding because 
it again demonstrates that students associate specific values and norms with this school 
culture.  Further, they are often distinguishing it as unique, as illustrated in Daya’s 
statement above (i.e. “you don’t see that a lot”).  Students’ recognition of unique cultural 
characteristics, represented by a distinctive colloquialism (Mill Cities Charter School 
Way), indicates an “understood” cultural identity that is perceived by students as unique 
and different from others.  There is also a sense of ownership in their descriptions.   
     Environmental Norms.    Another significant theme was depiction of the Mill Cities 
Charter School Way as environmental norms of “respect” and “acceptance”.  Related 
descriptions included “no discrimination”, “politically correct”, “open-minded about 
others” and a place where “everyone is accepted regardless of strengths, weaknesses or 
imperfections”.  There is an appreciation and respect for different backgrounds and 
cultures, recognizing that everyone has something to offer.  This appreciation of diversity 
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is exemplified by students caring and understanding one another.  Lauren’s summary 
powerfully exemplifies some of these themes, especially her reference to “love”. 
The Mill Cities Charter School Way is to be positive.  The Mill Cities Charter 
School Way is to be smart and make smart decisions.  The Mill Cities Charter 
School Way is to understand that this is a great opportunity and you should take that 
all in…..That's the Mill Cities Charter School Way.  The Mill Cities Charter 
School Way is love…The Mill Cities Charter School Way is caring about each other 
and understanding each other and respecting each other because we all come from 
different backgrounds, different cultures.  LAUREN 
 
     The significance of an emphasis on environmental norms lies in its potential to 
differentiate and define the school’s distinguishing cultural values and ethos.  Students 
clearly recognized these values and their importance for the school culture.  Students 
exhibit awareness of a special cultural identity, which is characterized by specific and 
recognizable value and norms.   
 
     Relationships Within Mill Cities Charter School.  Another portrayal of the Mill Cities 
Charter School Way focused on peer and teacher-student relationships.  Many students 
described how they were “all friends” and everyone is equally “treated the same”, including 
all grade levels relating to each other. The Mill Cities Charter School Way is depicted as a 
culture built on relationships, and here again, the terms “family” and “community” were 
frequently used to characterize this relational environment.  In this school, students are 
connected to each other and to the adults. Teacher-Student relationships were portrayed as 
egalitarian, with reciprocal exchange in which they both “teach and learn from each other”.  
Again here, students emphasize the power of calling teachers by their first names, an 
unexpected finding that is examined further later on.  Further, these strong peer and adult 
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relationships last beyond graduation, as alumni often return and “it’s like they never left”.  
Ace’s response captures this quality and endurance of relationships as a cultural descriptor. 
I'm trying to think of like an appropriate response, um, I don't know, it's just the 
fact that, like, just that, the thing I was talking about teachers earlier, about us being 
on the same level....I feel like the Mill Cities Charter School Way" is just that - even 
if you're a Senior or a Freshman, even if you're immature or mature, just that treat 
each other on the same level, like.....Like everyone's different, everyone has their 
own weaknesses and strengths and everyone can help each other in some way, 
shape or form and I feel like the Mill Cities Charter School Way is just knowing 
that like, it's, we're just a family, and just like a family...I feel like for Mill Cities 
Charter School, just the teachers and students, we all like find ways to like teach 
each other stuff and also learn from each other whether it's a teacher learning from 
a student or vice versa.  It's just that, it's just ever growing and, and I feel like, even 
when I see Seniors who have graduated years ago, they come back, they talk to the 
teachers like if they haven't left since.   ACE  
 
     The view of school culture as constituted by a specific type of “relationships” is 
significant for many reasons.  The unique attributes ascribed to these relationships include 
an intriguing reciprocity, equality and the sense of “knowing and being known”.  The 
exceptional quality of relationships again becomes a recognizable and differentiating 
feature of this school culture, which is known by students.  As analysis continues, there 
seems to be an increasing thematic emphasis on relationships as perhaps the most powerful 
element of this school culture.  While the existence of quality relationships is a great 
accomplishment in and of itself; it is the transformative power of these relationships that 
begins to thematically emerge through each school culture dimension.  This school’s 
institutional cultural identity is clearly defined by the quality of its relationships. 
     Comparison to Other Schools.  A few students offered comparisons to other local high 
schools to describe Mill Cities Charter School Way.  Other schools were depicted as being 
different, not a “community”, and not as “comfortable”, “inspiring” or “involved”.  One 
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student noted that at a “at different high school you would feel like going to school, but 
here comfortable, feel like at your house”.  Interestingly, one participant compared 
behavioral differences outside of school, such as being with friends from other schools who 
use racially offensive language.  She indicated how she responds: “I’m like Please don’t 
say that – cause Mill Cities Charter School Way doesn’t only affect you in school, but out 
of school as well. Kind of sticks around with you.”  While unfavorable comparisons to 
other schools occurred frequently throughout the interview questions, such contrasts were 
especially notable during this discussion of the “Mill Cities Charter School Way”.  Gabby 
distinguishes this understanding of the Mill Cities Charter School Way as different from 
other schools.   
The City Public School Way, like not, no, like the City Public School runs it 
differently, but the way our Charter School Way, it's just us and that's our thing 
and it's kind of like it's, nor inspiring, but it's like, that's who we are, like we're 
(our) community, like we're involved with everything.  Like that's just The Mill 
Cities Charter School!  The Mill Cities Charter School is just great like that, like 
that's just our way.  GABBY 
 
      The view of their school culture as very different in comparison to others has extremely 
important implications for this study.  While students made comparisons to other schools 
throughout the interview topics; in this case, they were solely describing the Mill Cities 
Charter School Way by generically contrasting it with other schools.  This continues to 
build the case for the existence of a specific cultural identity on the institutional level that 
is not only commonly recognized by students, but identified as unique and different from 
other schools.   
     Academic Requirements/Work Ethic.  As was the case with the initial general 
descriptions of school culture, some described “Mill Cities Charter School Way” with a 
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focus on academic requirements and work ethic.  Descriptions of academic requirements 
included references to Portfolio, Advisory Tasks and Community Service Activities. 
Beyond academic requirements, many students referred to various components of the 
“work ethic”.  These descriptions often included reference to the school’s Habits of Mind, 
especially perseverance, including reflections on “pushing yourself” no matter what the 
obstacles. The idea of perseverance through obstacles included a sense of confidence in 
their ability to prevail and succeed.  To these students, pushing yourself means trying your 
best, working as hard as you can to get where you want to be.  Far from a sense of drudgery, 
working hard was described as “fun” and “it’s the way we do things, we like to push 
ourselves with work”. Interestingly, the value of perseverance and its ultimate outcome is 
described as an individual measure of success based on inner happiness and self-
satisfaction with the knowledge one had done their best.  Relatedly, there was an evident 
emphasis on effort over performance and achievement.  Beyond these internal values of 
working hard, the cultural work ethic was also expressed as an external standard to live up 
to.  One student reflected on a teacher saying “You’re living up to, you know, you’re 
showing the Mill Cities Charter School Way” – “living up to the standard the Mill Cities 
Charter School sets, that’s what I feel Mill Cities Charter School Way is.  Students also 
reported academic motivation and the desire to “learn new things”.  As one student 
described, the Mill Cities Charter School Way is to “learn new things and be open-minded.  
Paris articulately describes this sense of living up to both an internal individual standard 
and external institutional standard.  
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The Mill Cities Charter School Way!   Well, they just said that to me before I came 
to you, actually… The exact quote was: "You're living up to, you know, you're 
showing the “Charter School Way” and to me that meant, you're, I don't know, we 
have very high standards here at Mill Cities Charter School, so I feel like, you know, 
I'm doing what I'm supposed to do. I'm getting everything done. My grades are 
good. Um, so living up to the standard that Mill Cities Charter School sets for you 
is what I feel the "Charter School Way" is.  What the "Charter School Way" means 
to me is um, I don't know, just working as hard as you can and as much as you can 
in order to, um, be at the place you want to be. Nobody wants to be in, at, nobody 
wants to be like, the, I don't know, everybody wants to be the best they can be. And 
I feel like that's what Mill Cities Charter School wants and I feel like that's what 
the Mill Cities Charter School Way is, it's being um, it's trying, it's pushing yourself 
to be where you want to be, where you are happy with yourself and where, and 
where the faculty and staff are, like can observe the change that you've created.  So 
I feel like just the "Mill Cities Charter School Way" is just always being positive 
and always being encouraging to your peers and to yourself and to just be positive, 
PARIS 
 
     Viewing the school culture through an academic lens is both an expected and significant 
finding.  It is expected because students would naturally associate any school with its 
academic attributes.  It is significant because it validates the school’s fulfillment of its 
academic mission and goals.  Further, since the school culture is often centrally 
characterized by its relationships and outstanding support of social and emotional goals; it 
is essential that these features co-exist with strong academic elements.  Otherwise, the 
school would not be validated and recognized beyond the institutional walls.   A school 
that can combine a culture of caring and high academic standards has great potential for 
success and may serve as an exemplar for other educational institutions.   
     Beyond Description.  While all 20 students interviewed were familiar with the term 
Mill Cities Charter School Way, some found description of the term difficult to put into 
words. For these respondents, there was some quality that is felt and experienced, but so 
unique it can’t be put into words.  One student aptly summed this up by stating she 
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“understands Mill Cities Charter School Way, but doesn’t understand how to explain it”. 
Although difficult to verbalize the colloquialism’s meaning, students emphasized 
awareness of its tangible existence by referring to it as “our way” or “just the way we are”.  
Some students went further to note “it’s who we are”.  As Melissa explains, it is so different 
that it has to be experienced to be understood. 
It's just, it's, I think Mill Cities Charter School is so different that it's so hard to 
explain what the “Charter School Way” is because you have to be here and you 
have to live it. You have to experience it and it's um, it's like this, like this culture 
where you just you know who you are and you know who your people are, but the 
people who support you and who they are and it's like, it's it's so hard to explain 
because you have to live it and it's very unique basically.  MELISSA 
 
     Perceiving the school’s culture as more experiential than describable has important 
implications for this study’s purpose.  A solely experiential association denotes an 
interactive involvement with not only the school culture’s structure, but its dynamics as 
well.  This has great implications for the later organizational culture analysis through 
Hatch’s theoretical lens in the discussion chapter. Further, this experiential association 
included a sense of identification (“it’s who we are”) and ownership (“it’s the way we 
are)”.  Cultural ownership and identification are further exemplified in the next section 
where students viewed the Mill Cities Charter School Way as not only an experience, but 
as an acculturation process that they wanted to protect and preserve.   
     Acculturation Process – Preserve and Protect the Culture.  Another interesting 
interpretation of the Mill Cities Charter School Way focused on school culture as an 
acculturation process, including a protective responsibility to preserve and pass on cultural 
norms.  For these students, thoughts about the colloquialism went directly to their concerns 
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about the school’s expansion changing the school culture.7  Acculturation was portrayed 
as a process that involved learning and adhering to expected behavior, values and norms.  
Students delineated some of these cultural expectations and explained how many new 
students were not conforming.  Common cultural expectations included being open-
minded, showing respect, dressing appropriately, not discriminating, and being “politically 
correct” in “language and behavior”.  Unacceptable behavior was observable deviation 
from these expectations, with a particular focus on the issue of respect.  Descriptions of 
unacceptable behavior invariably referred to younger students (freshman and sophomores), 
who had recently joined the school during the expansion process. These seniors felt an 
obligation not only to be an example, but also to correct the younger students.  As one 
student noted: “As freshmen, seniors and juniors taught us the Mill Cities Charter School 
Way - “how to be respectful, how to respect teachers and have fun, but the appropriate 
way”.  This transmission of culture by example seems to be a tradition of acculturation at 
the school. 
     Another very interesting aspect of this acculturation interpretation was a mature and 
astute understanding of why new students might not be “converting” to the school culture. 
Rather than assigning blame, these seniors expressed an empathetic recognition that 
younger students “didn’t understand the culture” or “weren’t ready for the caring”. This 
was followed by a sense of concern for the protection and continuation of the school 
                                                
 
7	While some of these themes concerning expansion are reiterated in a later section, what 
is presented here is specifically what was said in response to description of the 
colloquialism The Mill Cities Charter School Way.	
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culture, which was in danger of changing or “getting lost”.  Daya explains his observation 
of acculturation concerns in the following excerpt. 
     Well, last year um, when they told us about the expansion, first all I was nervous, you 
know, um because, um change you know usually when it comes, when it the first, the first 
knock that change does on your door, it's always a little startling. and, and so at first we 
like whoa, you know, we're expanding.  How's that gonna change the culture? You know 
that was the first question that I had on my mind. You know, how's the culture of Mill 
Cities Charter School going to be affected? And um, honestly, I feel like it has hindered 
our culture to, to, to some extent.  I feel like there's a, there's a remnant though of our 
culture and um, um and the expansion I feel like it's positive for um us as a school. Now 
we have more students, we're able to bond more, and open to more communities. Um, ah 
it's, it's a little um, how would I say it, it's a little weird or different because you know 
students come in from other schools, with other cultures and then having them adapt. and 
it’s, it’s like a, it's like maybe, maybe like a tug of war. where it’s like, um, you know, 
some of our students are leaning towards their culture and some of their students are leaning 
towards our culture. And so the mixing, I feel like has been slightly rough, you know, um, 
there nothing violent, nothing you know, no disputes between people, hasn't been any like 
divisions. um but it's, it, it, the, it's apparent that there's um a new culture in the school. 
Um, but as I said, um you know our culture is always protecting each other and trying to 
push back. You know anything that's trying to invade or intrude our, our culture, and um, 
what I'm nervous for, personally is for what happens when us as seniors, what happens 
when we leave? You know, because I feel like we're the strongest, um strongest ah a 
resemblance of the Mill Cities Charter School Way, or the Mill Cities Charter School 
culture.  And what I'm nervous for is when we leave, is that culture still going to be there?  
DAYA 
 
     For those who explained the Mill Cities Charter School Way as an acculturation process, 
there emerged a sense of cultural identification, ownership, preservation and protection.  
These findings infer a connectedness and commitment extending far beyond just 
participation in the school culture.  This continues to suggest the existence of an intertwined 
individual and institutional cultural identity, which is key to the upcoming theoretical 
analysis of organizational culture in the final chapter.  Further, the view of acculturation as 
a dynamic developmental process yields valuable information for the ultimate question of 
“how” this school culture impacts development.  Ace captures the essence of both 
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individual and institutional cultural evolution in the following excerpt where he compares 
cultural growth to planting seeds. 
Cause this school's like ever growing and I feel like that's where it starts, that like 
Mill Cities Charter School’s an ever growing school...And I feel like the Mill Cities 
Charter School Way means like be accepting of others regardless of if they're 
struggling with um, regardless of their weaknesses or strengths...because Mill 
Cities Charter School's like, Mill Cities Charter School's like a forest, like we're all 
trees growing on our own and it's just like we're all planting our own seeds in 
different areas and we just don't know when they're gonna sprout really .....And just 
we all have things to offer and through our hard work and creativity and support, 
we all can get each other to like reach the, the top of the peak of where we all want 
to be and I just feel like Mill Cities Charter School, it's like, it's like we're, we're all 
just climbing like a staircase and we're all just helping each other up and...and I just 
feel like, I don't know, I just feel like together, we're more stronger than as 
individuals, 'cause as individuals, you're just like pushing each other aside and just 
fighting to, you know, get to where you want to be, but if you go as a team, you 
just, you're just more happier and even if you fail, you see others succeeding and 
that, in the end, makes you feel like you succeeded. And I feel like, if you just worry 
about your own success, all the time, that even when you fail and you have nobody 
else trying besides you, you, you lose your motivation and I feel like at least if you 
see others around you helping in little ways or in big ways, that just, even when you 
fail, you'll, you'll know how to pick yourself up and others pick you up when you 
needed support, so...it's just all like a support thing about Mill Cities Charter 
School. ACE 
 
     Summary of Mill Cities Charter School Way.    These descriptions of culture, as 
separate from the ensuing discussion of specific cultural dimensions, support the 
continuing thematic emergence of a distinct cultural identity that is known and owned by 
students.  The school culture’s institutional identity is known by the students and individual 
cultural identity is owned by the students.  As these individual and institutional identity 
findings emerge, they are eventually significant for theoretical analysis and the larger 
processual question guiding this research.  Thus, these findings have important 
implications for understanding “how” school culture impacts development because 
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students first recognize institutional cultural identity and eventually identify as a cultural 
member.   
     In addition to these broad descriptions, the five specific dimensions of school culture, 
identified in the literature review and explicated in Table 2’s conceptual framework, were 
explored in depth.  Findings for Safety, Relationships, Teaching and Learning, Institutional 
Environment and the School Improvement Process are presented below; with interpretive 
analysis of how these findings are significant for this project’s core research questions. 
School Culture Dimension #1 Safety 
    Safety was the first key element of school culture identified in the conceptual 
framework.  Findings for this dimension of school culture can be divided into student 
perceptions and experiences of feeling safe and factors they felt contributed to school 
safety. 
     Feeling Safe – Physical Safety.  All 20 students interviewed reported feeling physically 
safe at the Mill Cities Charter School.  Students noted this level of safety as unusual in 
comparison to other schools.  Interestingly, one student described how this feeling of safety 
extends to his walk to and from school.  While many acknowledge the presence of normal 
“drama” and disagreements, they do not worry about arguments escalating into physical 
fights.  As Ace explains, this feeling of safety makes the school a “great place”.  
Um, I would say this school is a great place.  I never once felt in danger, even when 
I heard, like maybe kids arguing in the hallway, I never thought that it would lead 
to a fight or me being harmed or somebody else being harmed.  ACE 
 
     The significance of this finding is evident.  Creating a safe environment is an essential 
goal for any school.  The finding that all students reported feeling physically safe is 
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remarkable.  While a small number of students did report concerns in other areas of safety 
(i.e. emotional safety); an overall feeling of physical safety was overwhelmingly expressed 
by all interviewees.  Safety is part of the fundamental foundation of any positive school 
culture, as well as its subsequent potential for nurturing student development.  Considering 
this study’s purpose of understanding how school culture impacts development, the 
establishment of safety is a crucial element of the conditions necessary for positive youth 
development.8  Further, since students viewed this level of safety as different than other 
schools, there is again recognition of another unique and defining feature of institutional 
cultural identity. In the sections that follow, coded categories of student descriptions detail 
particular aspects of this physical safety, including fights, bullying and emotional safety. 
     Feeling Safe – No Fights.  While students were not asked specifically about witnessing 
physical fights, more than half the students interviewed spontaneously stated they had 
never seen a physical fight at Mill Cities Charter School.    Further, half of these students 
noted how this was different than other schools, including high schools and past middle 
schools, where frequent fights are common. In describing the extraordinary nature of this 
lack of physical confrontations, one student remarked how “that alone can describe Mill 
Cities Charter School in a positive way”.  Paris elaborates on how this lack of physical 
altercations is different than in neighboring community schools.   
So, I mean, so that's what I mean by safe and you're always, I mean, I have never 
encountered any, I have never saw any fights. Which I know happens a lot in X 
High School, just because, or that's where my district is... and all of my cousins go 
there, so I know that's very common, maybe monthly. Some fight outbreaks or 
something like that, um and that happens monthly in our neighboring public schools 
                                                
 
8	These	points	are	elaborated	on	in	the	theoretical	analysis	in	discussion	section.	
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and I've, and I've, and I can say that I've never experienced that or at Mill Cities 
Charter School, I mean from what I know, Mill Cities Charter School has never 
experienced anything like that. And I think that's very, in a way, that alone is very, 
can describe Mill Cities Charter School in such a positive way.  Because even 
though our community is smaller, that's what makes all the teachers and faculty 
here, they have a closer eye on us, so they can keep control of what, what's 
happening in the hallways or outside or in people's personal lives and handling that.  
PARIS 
 
     In explaining this finding’s significance, it should be noted that although the majority 
of students spontaneously reported no physical fights, this does not mean that other 
students did witness physical altercations; rather that they did not extemporaneously 
comment either way on their experience of fights.  These results are important for both 
their institutional and individual implications.  On the institutional level, it further supports 
this school’s establishment of a positive and safe school culture.  On an individual level, 
its significance for these students is evident in their descriptions of this being a unique 
feature of the Mill Cities Charter School.   This building pattern of unique cultural features 
suggests the establishment of a firm cultural identity recognized by students.  
 
     Feeling Safe – No Bullying.  No students reported directly witnessing or experiencing 
bullying at Mill Cities Charter School.  They attributed this to the staff, as well as many 
aspects of the school culture itself and their own attempts to be upstanders.  While students 
did not offer as many comparisons to other schools in these responses, they did clearly 
identify and associate the absence of bullying with this school culture.  Daya describes his 
own experience and how the culture itself prevents bullying.   
Never felt like I was being pressured into doing anything not um never felt like I 
was bullied. You know every, every joke that's made is made with good intentions 
it's not with the intention to other people down, um…I feel safe at this school. I feel 
comfortable walking to school and getting here and saying like hey I'm OK. It's like 
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I don't have to fear someone over my shoulder. You know that culture that we were 
just talking about, its a big promoter of that because when someone like let's say 
someone who's new or someone who's an outlier of that culture tries to interfere 
with that. It's like a culture push back in a way you know it's like hey we don't 
tolerate that here.  DAYA 
 
 
However, it is important to note that a few students reported seeing situations with the 
potential for bullying since the expansion.  As described in the earlier discussion of the 
cultural colloquialism “Mill Cities Charter School Way”, the newly noticed potential for 
bullying had to do with new students not acclimating to the norms of the School Culture.  
While discussed only briefly here, the negative responses are elaborated further under the 
School Improvement Process domain.  Lauren describes this new concern since the 
expansion in relation to her own past experiences with bullying before coming to this 
school.   
 
Bullying and stuff like that... I'm think, what I'm thinking is, because I've been here 
before the expansion, I always go back to that, because bullying wasn't happening 
and it's weird to explain, but I'm not for bullying, and so I know how it feels to be, 
not bullied, (uh, bullied), but to not be appreciated, so that's not what I'm for, so 
when I see someone, let's say, saying something very verbal, you say "Hey, that's 
not right.  That's not what we do at Mill Cities Charter School. Hey that's super 
racist, that's not right, and you should apologize."  And they're very young and so, 
you always have to take that in, but there's still maturity that should, that should be 
there. Since the expansion… And I'm surprised the whole class and saying 
something out loud that you shouldn't really have said because it's a bully free zone. 
LAUREN  
 
     When analyzing the significance of these results, there is an important contrast between 
students’ perceptions of bullying before and after the expansion.  The fact that many 
students have not witnessed or experienced bullying implies another indicator of safety in 
this school culture.  Further, they directly recognize this as a distinguishing identifier of 
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their school culture, again building the case for unique institutional cultural identity.  
However, the concerns for an increasing potential for bullying indicates potential problems 
in the transition process.  While these points are thoroughly discussed in this chapter’s last 
section; it is important to note here that these negative views present a concern for the 
continued feelings of safety reported at this time.   Students still feel safe, but are concerned 
about that changing.   
     Feeling Safe – Emotional Safety.  While all students described a feeling of physical 
safety, the majority, but not all, expressed feeling emotionally safe as well.  In discussing 
emotional safety, some students also referred to “mental” and “verbal” safety.   Students 
credited the school’s institutional efforts to promote safety through educational programs 
and activities promoting social awareness.  Emotional safety was also correlated with the 
cultural norms regarding respect and strong caring relationships between students.  Again 
here, there was an interesting comparison to this being different than in other schools.  For 
Taya, the key to this emotional safety lies in caring relationships and knowing each other 
well. 
I think Mill Cities Charter School is definitely a safe community and other schools, 
like schools I've been to, they always say "Oh, it's safe here, it's safe.", but is it 
really? Mill Cities Charter School, to me, I feel like, like we're so close to each 
other that we don't want to hurt each other. Um, (safety), yeah, I think like 
physically, verbally, emotionally because uh, I don't know, a lot of students are 
really aware of each other's feelings here.  TAYA 
 
       Amidst the overall positive views of emotional safety, just one student discussed that 
there was a greater possibility of being hurt emotionally than physically.  Since the school 
is small, this student noted that privacy can be an issue and information spreads fast 
throughout the school.  This same student noted that the small population increases the 
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tendency to form cliques, which sometimes continue to exist despite school efforts towards 
bonding as a community.   
I think here, it's more likely to get emotionally hurt than physically because I know 
for a fact, there is like no fights at this school.  Because since we're a small school, 
it's almost impossible not to have rumors and not to have drama spread around and 
gossip. Because since we're a small school, news spreads so fast, that by the end of 
the period, not the day, the period, people will know what happened, So I feel like, 
um, maybe privacy can be an issues at this school.  Um, So I feel like privacy maybe 
might be an issue between students And because of that, like, news spreads very 
fast and it could cause people to get emotionally hurt.  MATTHEW 
 
     The fact that most students also feel emotionally safe is also a noteworthy finding for 
this research.  In addition to physical safety, establishing an emotionally safe environment 
is crucial for a positive school culture which can promote personal, social and academic 
development.  Further, students’ feelings of safety were again directly identified and 
associated with the school culture, which further shapes a unique and cultural identity for 
this school.  However, the more negative views of Matthew and a few others serve as 
important outliers to recognize.  The importance of Matthew’s views should not be 
underestimated.  While students overwhelmingly seem to feel both physically and 
emotionally safe at the Mill Cities Charter School, the presence of one student who feels 
differently indicates potential disengagement from school community.  Further, it raises 
the question of others who might feel this way too.   This suggest implications for this 
research and future research as well.  Does the culture feel so successful that it is not aware 
of students who do not feel connected?  Despite its personalized approach, is the school 
culture failing to reach some students?  While the negative response from one student 
cannot warrant generalization, it suggests the need for further exploration and analysis of 
these issues.  Further, for the argument for cultural identity, it suggests perhaps some level 
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of idealization may be present for some seniors.  The potential for cultural idealization is 
key for the eventual application of Hatch’s organizational culture model discussed in the 
last chapter.    
     What Makes Mill Cities Charter School Safe?  Beyond the descriptions and 
experience of safety, students elaborated on the factors they felt contributed to that feeling 
of safety.  Students attributed the school’s high level of safety to four essential factors: 
institutional (macro) prevention efforts, micro intervention when conflicts occur, the 
impact of school culture and the powerful preventative influence of positive relationships. 
     Macro Prevention Efforts –  Descriptions of school efforts towards promoting safety 
included reference to several cultural factors promoted on the institutional level, including 
specific programs, initiatives and general promotion of key cultural values and norms that 
encourage a safe environment.  Due to the interrelatedness of these factors, significance of 
macro level prevention efforts is addressed at the end of this section. 
     Facing History.  When discussing safety, Facing History was frequently identified as a 
critical component of the school’s efforts to educate students about respect, tolerance, 
communication and understanding, which students view as key values for encouraging a 
safe environment.  Students described how Facing History examines past historical 
oppression in relation to present day problems, including issues within the school setting. 
Facing History not only teaches how to challenge oppression and promote social justice, 
but also builds relationships and community through its activities. Interviewees described 
how Facing History positively impacts relationships and community building; which in 
turn, facilitates communication, respect and unity, and thus, ultimately promotes safety. 
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One key event sponsored by Facing History is Mix It Up Day, where topical presentations 
are followed by activities and discussion that bring upper and underclassmen together in 
groups that don’t frequently interact due to schedules.   Students expressed how Mix It Up 
Day was not only very fun, but also brought the community together and helped people get 
to know each other better.  One student also noted it helped them learn problem solving 
skills: “helps build relationships with students…helps to talk about issues, how effected us 
and how solve the problem”.  Selena also offers an informative summary of the purpose 
and content of Facing History. 
 
So this year for Facing History, um, we've done four all school events, which is 
basically what you have to do every year.  The first one was Mix It Up Day, um, 
we did all different groups, we did activities to get um, people knowing each other. 
A lot of name games, and especially because the school expanded, we really needed 
that and that's what we thought we needed. So um, we did that, and then um, our 
second one was about "micro-aggressions. Um, and just to tell people to like kinda 
cut it out, because we saw a lot of drama starting to happen, so addressing micro-
aggressions we felt was really necessary. Then we did Islamophobia, because of 
everything that's going on and we just wanted to talk about that and a couple kids 
in our Facing History class um, are from Islam and so we wanted to talk about that 
and a lot of kids in our school are also. And our final one was "social media".  We 
use SnapChat, Twitter, Facebook.  We really wanted the school involved and it was 
an all school event. We didn't split up into little groups or anything usually, uh, 
used to do.  So we wanted to make sure everyone knew what was going on.  We 
talked about police brutality, we talked about some videos that went viral, like all 
little things just to get the school involved and Facing History, that's basically the 
whole point of Facing History is to address things that happened in the past and 
also what are going on in the present.  SELENA  
 
     Despite the overall success of Facing History and Mix It Up Day, a couple students 
noted recent program changes that may affect its continued success.  These students noted 
a lack of interest and participation in the most recent Mix It Up Day.  This change was 
attributed to the expansion and previously mentioned issues about new students not 
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connecting with the culture.  At the same time, some expressed how much these programs 
are needed due to the expansion.  Clearly, some students felt the expansion had negatively 
impacted Facing History when it was needed the most. 
     School Promotes Relationships and Communication.  In discussing what makes the 
school safe, many students also commented on the school’s consistent efforts to promote 
relationships and communication. This happens through constant support, encouragement 
of verbal expression, awareness of student issues and the strong teacher student 
relationships.  Ace explains his view of how this happens.  
I always thought like this school has a great system of keeping kids under control 
and just expressing yourselves more in a verbal way, more in a articulated, calm 
way than being like very crazy and just unleashing all your anger, or whatever you 
might be feeling. I feel like this school um, takes like time to sit down with every 
kid and tell them like, what are you struggling with?  What are your weaknesses? 
Um, what are you happy about?  Are you not getting something? And I feel like 
that, just them asking those questions, it allows you to like just know you're heard 
and your voice matters and I just feel like that keeps kids under control and 
continuing to learn rather than "Oh, I'm gonna miss school" or "I'm gonna fight 
somebody or I'm gonna start a food fight or something".  ACE 
 
     Policies and Cultural Norms.  Students also discussed how the school’s general 
atmosphere provides continual reminders of safety and policies against bullying, 
discrimination and disrespect. One student explained how the school makes students aware 
of policies and that in itself promotes safety.  Students also emphasized how the school 
setting’s serious learning environment promoted safety and prevented the escalation of 
conflicts. The strong academic environment keeps students focused and undistracted. 
Students noted “not having time” to be involved in conflicts because they were focused on 
academics and wanting to live up to the reputation of the school.  As one student stated: 
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Uh, like I said in the beginning, I think it's uh, like when you first come here, they 
like force you to be mature. And I think that's where it all starts, to be totally 
honest... You're forced to be mature and you're, it's like "OK, we're going to a 
college prep school, you know, we're doing all this stuff, we don't have time for, 
for like...", I mean there are arguments….and there are disagreements, but we don't 
have time for like, fighting and we always have people in here from the state, 
commending our school for what we, for what we are known for, like I think they 
put in our heads that we're such a great school and we have all these people like 
commending us for it and we have the students who are like "That's true, let me, 
you know. let me continue that..." MARYJO BLIGE 
 
     Students’ immediate and unprompted recognition of macro focused safety efforts is 
noteworthy on many levels.  The thematic consistency of these spontaneous explanations 
indicate not only students’ internal awareness of an institutional emphasis on safety; but 
also an external characterization of safety efforts as an aspect of cultural identity.  This 
further builds the case for a generalizable and unique institutional cultural identity 
recognized by students, which is becoming increasingly significant for answering the 
“how” question of this research.  
     Micro Level Interventions.  Beyond Mill Cities Charter School’s primary prevention 
approaches on the macro level, students identified formal and informal secondary 
interventions on the micro level when conflicts occur.  Formal interventions included 
Conflict Resolution, Mediation and Restorative Justice.  Informal interventions centered 
around proactive and reactive responses from adults to prevent conflicts from occurring or 
escalating.  Adult supervision and awareness consistently enables students to feel the 
environment is physically safe.  In addition to teachers’ vigilance and supervision, students 
also readily tell teachers about problems and felt they would “fix it”.  Students also 
described how the Student Support Team creates physical and emotional safety by 
resolving problems before they intensify.  Further, they trust counselors and support staff 
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to keep information safe within confidentiality’s limits.  Advisors were identified as the 
primary person to go to when needing help.   Several students described how Conflict 
Resolution approaches helped resolve problems and restore relationships.  Two students 
also mentioned Restorative Justice approaches as helpful when multiple students were 
involved in a conflict.  Interestingly, some students saw these approaches as not only 
helpful within the immediate situation, but recognized the valuable connection to the real 
world.  Romeo’s description of his experience exemplifies the value of these interventions. 
So, um, I wanna call it "Restorative Justice", what we do. Um, if there are multiple 
students having problems, they would all sit together either with K or B, it depends 
on how big the problem is and they would basically talk about the problem, why 
the problem happened, why the students, why the students try to go about it either 
violently or anything and um, if they did go about the problem in a violent manner, 
then K or B would say "Well, what are other ways that you could have gone about 
this?" And so it helps us as people in the real world, uh, solve our problems, instead 
of doing something bad. So instead of like fighting or anything, um, they help us 
find ways to do it in a more mature way. And then the purpose of the meeting is so 
that, you don't have to leave liking each other, but so that you were able to talk 
about your problems verbally and how you felt and so um, the people know that, 
um, I would say the other person would know how you felt and vice versa. ROMEO 
 
     Students’ identification of micro level secondary interventions is significant for the 
understanding of this school culture’s safety dimension.  Both formal and informal 
interventions were readily recognized and associated with safety, suggesting that students 
feel safe because of the supports, services and attention from staff.  They are aware that the 
overwhelmingly reported physical safety is not innate and effortless, but due to specific 
and intentional cultural elements.  Again, there is not only an understanding of these 
cultural elements and causal link to safety; but also a view of these phenomena as a unique 
identifier of the Mill Cities Charter School culture.   
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     Impact of School Culture.  Interestingly, the school culture itself was again identified 
as creating feelings of safety.  Students referred back to specific cultural expectations or 
the “Mill Cities Charter School Way”, including respect for diversity and differences, 
demonstrated in both language and behavior.  Students also stressed their own efforts to 
advocate for respect when someone acts otherwise.  Respect was described as valuing each 
other, liking each other and even “joking with good intentions”, but never to “put someone 
down”.  One student very aptly summed up the connection between this “respect” and 
“safety”.  As Paris’ response indicates, respect is clearly recognized as a primary and 
distinguishing feature of this school culture. 
Yeah, um, I mean, I like to call it um, we all have like that "Charter School Respect" 
for one another.  Like, so what I mean by that is that: in every school, not everybody 
is going to get along, but while we're in Mill Cities Charter School, even though we 
don't get along, we still have respect for one, for each and every one of our peers, 
just because that's that's what Mill Cities Charter School as a school has taught us, 
is to all, no matter how different we are and if we have two different opinions, we 
still have to have a mutual respect for one another, no matter what.  PARIS 
 
     While the previous two explanatory finding categories focused on safety as related to 
direct efforts on the school’s part; this result is a broader attribution of safety to general 
school culture and its norms.  This is significant for the implied power of the quintessential 
school culture itself.  Students view this culture as having a powerful essence, which 
transcends specific circumstances to create an overall positive environmental impact.  Yet 
again, there is support for the existence of a powerful institutional cultural identity which 
students recognize, experience and attribute causation. 
 
     Preventative Influence of Positive Relationships.  Feelings of safety were also 
attributed to the power of positive relationships present at the Mill Cities Charter School.  
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Here, as in many other areas of questioning, relationships were described as “close”, 
second family”, and “care about each other”.  Students further accredited safety with 
specific descriptive qualities of peer relationships, including understanding each other, 
communicating well, knowing each other well and being nice.  Adele’s perceptions of these 
relationships presents an informative example of how relationships are viewed as 
preventing problems. 
Everybody knows everybody. And like everybody's cool with everybody, like I 
don't even know if you notice like being here never has like drama.  Like legit 
drama, like some girls would just have a problem with each other or some guys, but 
there will never be like fights breaking out…It's like everybody is cool with each 
other and like we get each other, and like we communicate with each other so well 
that we don't, we don't ever have to like literally fight or arguing and stuff.  ADELE 
 
     Throughout the examination of findings, relationships continually emerge as perhaps 
the most commonly identified and powerful cultural constituent.  While relationships are 
themselves one of the five school culture dimensions in this research’s conceptual 
framework; they continually appeared as an overarching descriptive and ascriptive theme 
in all dimensions.  Thus, the significance of relationships in relation to safety continues to 
demonstrate the attributive power students give to relationships.  Powerful relationships 
are identified as both cause and effect in many domains of discussion, implying powerful 
results from this school’s intentional culture of caring.  Further, relationships are 
recognized as a unique cultural identifier differentiating this school from others.  
Concerns that Expansion May Impact Safety. While an extended discussion of student 
views of the expansion is provided under the School Improvement Process dimension; it 
spontaneously surfaced again in conversations regarding safety.  Many students expressed 
concern that existing feelings of safety may be jeopardized by the expansion.  They fear 
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that increasing numbers of students will result in people not knowing each other as well, 
with a consequential impact on safety.  Further, they reiterated the earlier concern of new 
students not acculturating and understanding the Mill Cities Charter School Way, as 
exemplified by potential bullying behaviors, discrimination (i.e. Racism), micro 
aggressions, and “rudeness”.  Taya expresses how the school is still safe, but there are 
concerns.   
And this year, actually, with the expansion, it was kinda shakey on how, not how 
safe the school is, but how to get students to realize and understand that safety is 
our number one priority in this school, how to get them, kinda into that frame of 
mind.  I mean ever since I've been here, there's never been a fight.  TAYA 
 
     Summary of the Safety Dimension of School Culture.  Remarkably, the discussion 
of safety was the most extensive of all five school culture dimensions in the conceptual 
framework.   Thus, this findings section is longer than others.  As explained throughout 
this section, the significance of safety findings lies not only in its evident value for positive 
school culture, but also in its identification as a unique and distinguishing cultural attribute 
for this school.  This continues to build the case for a recognizable cultural identity, which 
is crucial to this understanding of how school culture impacts development.  In the later 
theoretical discussion, this recognized external cultural identity is key to explaining the 
process through which this intentional school culture impacts development.   
School Culture Dimension #2 - Relationships 
     The Mill Cities Charter School Culture intentionally works to build a “Culture of 
Caring” (Noddings, 1984) for its students.  As previously mentioned, the power of 
relationships was a dominant theme throughout all aspects of the interview process, 
including how students described the school culture, their experience and its subsequent 
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impact on their development.  Findings for this dimension are divided into discussion of 
Peer Relationships and Student/Adult Relationships.  In each case, there is description of 
relationships and student perceptions of how these unique relationships develop.   
Peer Relationships – Description.  When asked to describe peer relationships, all 20 
students offered positive connotations, although some to a greater extent than others.  
Before being asked specifically about this dimension, many students had commented 
extemporaneously on relationships within their opening descriptions of school culture.  As 
explicated in an earlier section, interviewees referred to the culture as “close”, “tight-knit” 
and “like a family”.  Such analogies continued within the specific exploration of 
relationships, with characteristic elaboration on relationship qualities, including adjective 
descriptors such as supportive, respectful, close and connected.  An interesting facet of this 
discussion was the depiction of little separation between older and younger students.  While 
students certainly had close friends in their own grade and/or advisory, many stressed the 
amiability between students of all ages.  Daya portrays this sense of community comradery 
in his description of social interaction within and outside of school. 
Like I was saying um we always get to hang around um during school, out of school. 
um during lunch it's, it's amazing because we only have one lunch. So it's basically 
everybody. There's no separation, you know of classes it's, it's just everybody in the 
multipurpose room eating lunch. um usually there's music playing so we all get to 
jam around, jam out to our favorite songs and you know just talk with each other, 
catch up on some work during lunch if we need to and I like how um you know like 
there's no, there's really no barriers. I think that's a really important thing. There's 
no barriers between like lower classmen, upperclassmen, you know different 
grades. So it's really easy for us to, for us just to mingle and make friends from all 
grades. I feel like that builds on like the close-knit, um, the close-knit culture that 
we have here. I'm thinking about it, there were freshman there, sophomore, juniors 
you know it's like, it's like we can all hang out and regardless of like any labels and 
things like that.  DAYA 
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     Positive views of peer relationships are important to this research for many reasons.  
First and foremost, these positive perceptions indicate this intentional school culture has 
been successful in promoting a close, connected and caring community; which is a 
hallmark of positive school culture.  Secondly, the consistent thematic focus on positive 
relationships continually reappears throughout this research.  Further, students attribute 
causal power to these relationships to impact the school culture itself, as exemplified in the 
previous discussion of safety.  It seems strikingly uncommon for adolescents to describe 
overall peer relationships within a school in such positive terms.  Again in this case, 
students also express this as a differentiating feature of this school compared to others, 
further signifying the recognition of a unique institutional cultural identity. 
     How Positive Peer Relationships Develop.  The exploration of peer relationships 
included explanation of the means through which these relationships are developed and 
nurtured.  The three most significant facilitating factors were the small size of the school, 
the school culture itself and activities that promote the opportunity for engagement and 
relationship building.  Analysis of significance is presented after discussing each one since 
they are interrelated. 
     Small Size of School.  Many interviewees note the small number of students as an 
enabling factor that fosters the development of close relationships.  A few students also 
mentioned the small physical environment itself, especially how a small building creates 
close proximity, allowing people to see each other more often.  Alejandria contrasts this 
small environment with that of larger schools. 
Like I feel in a big school its very hard for you to know the people just because like 
they have so many people. When I talk to my cousins they have, he has like over a 
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hundred students graduating in their senior class and we have forty.  So I think 
we're very lucky in the fact that we're small. And it's very easy to get to know 
Freshman, Sophomores, Juniors, Seniors.  ALEJANDRIA 
 
     School Culture Itself.  As was the case with Safety, characteristics of the school culture 
itself were identified as contributing to the development of positive peer relationships.  
Previously noted descriptions of the culture as “respectful”, “open” and “welcoming” were 
linked to the engagement opportunities that enable relationships to grow and blossom.  
Lauren describes how welcoming the environment is, even to an outsider.   
And so, I mean, for someone outside to come in here, you will feel that love.  You 
will feel the happiness, the "Hey, how are you?" "Where can I take you?" "Are you 
looking for someone?" "Are you lost?" It's one of those easy to ask questions and 
easy to get answers. 
And so that's what I love about Mill Cities Charter School.  LAUREN 
 
     School Activities Foster Relationship Building.  The ability to develop such positive 
peer relationships was also attributed to the opportunities for engagement built into the 
daily routine.  The most commonly cited activities that fostered the growth of lifelong 
friendships were advisory, morning meeting and all school activities related to the Facing 
History curriculum.  It is also important to note that students also described making a real 
effort to know each other not just in activities, but in daily interactions as well.  
     Advisory.  Since students are assigned to small advisory groups by grade, they have the 
opportunity to spend time with their fellow advisees on a daily basis.  Advisories consist 
of approximately 12 students and one adult teacher or staff member.  Students described 
advisory relationships as being very close and supportive.  MaryJo Blige explains how 
advisory relationships develop over the four years.  
And then like, yeah, we're all supporting each other and you know, what we do. I 
mean like, you build a close bond with your Advisor and the people in your 
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Advisory, simply because you're with them for four years. And like, when you first 
come in, the majority of the time, you don't know who the person sitting next to 
you is, but we're forced, not forced, OK, we're forced to learn who we're sitting next 
to and what they're about and then eventually, you build that strong relationship 
with them and then, Senior year comes and then you're sad to leave them.  
MARYJO BLIGE 
 
     Morning Meeting.  Morning meeting is a time when the whole school comes together 
for announcements, discussion and the opportunity to start the day together as a 
community.  While specific Morning Meeting events are further discussed later, the very 
act of coming together as a community every day was noted as promoting engagement and 
building friendships.  Gabby describes the sense of connection students feel in morning 
meeting. 
We're all together as a whole, making a family in the morning, eating breakfast and 
just listening and it's great to when they say "college of the day", "Guess who's 
going to that college?" or "Guess who went to the college?" but like it's 
cool...GABBY 
 
     Facing History Program. In discussing how they got to know each other through the 
years, students also referred to various activities that promote team building, understanding 
and rapport among the students.  During these conversations, they again frequently referred 
to activities from the Facing History Program, which as previously described, is a 
curriculum designed to promote diversity, tolerance and understanding of individual 
differences.  Daya provides an example of how Mix It Up Day creates an opportunity to 
get to know each other and develop relationships. 
Mix It Up Day, um, run by the Facing History is awesome because, and I always 
get so enthusiastic when it comes to Mix It Up day. I like involving others and get 
involved myself. So um Mix It Up day we split it up into groups which is 
proportionally divided into different classes. We all get to play ice breakers, 
different games and you know that just, you know we laugh with each other, we 
enjoy that time together and that just like Sparks a bond. and it's like hey, that we 
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had a great time.  How about we um, how about we hang out or something? and so 
like activities like that, Mill Cities Charter School is always doing like field day, 
spirit week, and activities that always just brings us together. DAYA 
 
     Students’ cognizance of how peer relationships develop is important for understanding 
relational structure and dynamics; which is key for this study’s understanding of school 
culture and its impact on students.  Since positive relationships are an indicator of positive 
school culture and emerge as a prevalent theme throughout the interviews; understanding 
how those relationships come about is crucial for understanding cultural mechanisms and 
processes that impact students.  The existence and explanation of positive peer 
relationships shows how the intentional school culture is achieving its goals and ultimately 
impacting its students.  The particular means that enable these relationships to occur are 
also unique cultural markers that contribute to institutional identity. 
     Description of Student/Adult Relationships. All 20 students also reported extremely 
positive relationships with teachers and staff at Mill Cities Charter School.  These 
relationships included strong academic support, but extended beyond to personal support 
as well.   Students described their relationships with the adults as supportive, caring, close 
and personal.  Beyond their academic impact, teachers play a variety of roles in the lives 
of these students, both within and outside the school.  Students viewed their teachers as 
extended members of their family, role models, mentors, parent figures and generally 
significant sources of support for both personal and academic needs.  For example, Jimin 
describes her close relationships with her advisor and teachers. 
So, um, my advisor, she's basically like my second mother and whenever I need her 
help, in whatever, like either personal or academic issues, she's there. Um, she's 
basically the person who advises me through life... So, the support here basically, 
you can talk to any teacher, it can be your English teacher, your math teacher, 
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doesn't have.. and you can sit down with them and talk with them like as if they 
were your friend because we go here by first name basis with teachers. We don't 
call them Mr….,” JIMIN 
 
     Academic Support.  In regard to academic support, students viewed their teachers as 
extremely available, caring, encouraging and understanding.  Students described how 
teachers made themselves extremely available for help at all times, both in and out of 
school. This constant availability was not only key to their academic success, but made 
students feel truly cared about by their teachers.  Beyond just helping with subject matter, 
teachers were described as encouraging students towards their goals and reassuring them 
of their abilities to achieve.  Alejandria describes this support and availability as different 
from other schools. 
I think the support that we get from the staff is what really makes Mill Cities Charter 
School unique. No matter what problem you had, you can always have someone to 
go to.  I was personally the kind of student who isn't like really open 
with teachers and stuff like that.  But when I came to Mill Cities Charter School 
that kind of felt like that shifted. And that like you can get to know teachers on a 
personal level. We have S. and T. who help us, help the seniors, during seniors 
faced with college and anything that they need, you know when your stressed out. 
They help you, I know that like this year, I've been really stressed and kind of 
procrastinating cause I have like senioritis. So the teachers are always there… that 
kind of help you and make sure you stay on track, which I think is really unique 
compared to the schools, like in other schools, I don't think we would get as much 
help as we've gotten here.  ALEJANDRIA 
 
Beyond Academic Support.  Relationships between students and teachers/staff extended 
in many directions beyond just academic support.  Students described a sense of personal 
and social support from a variety of different adults who work in the school setting, 
including advisors, teachers, administrators or Student Support personnel.  A few students 
even referred to close relationships with administrative assistants who gave them advice or 
were like a parent.  Students themselves were continuously amazed by the depth and caring 
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that characterized these adult/student relationships.  The eloquent and poignant 
descriptions were varied, but all united by themes of closeness, caring and support.  For 
example, Ace describes his perception of these supportive relationships as follows.   
I never really had a male role model to look up to, so I feel Mill Cities Charter 
School did a really good job with like having people support me when I needed 
support they've also been there to help with personal issues. Like I know whenever 
like let's say you have problems with friends, teachers are there to help you. B is 
always there like caring of us if we have friend problems, family problems, so the 
teachers are always there for you like more than just class work. They're, they're 
like obviously the class work is important but they care more than that they care to 
make sure you're doing okay.  Your whole life, your whole life.…  ACE 
 
     Positive student/adult relationships are especially relevant for this study’s focus on how 
school culture impacts development.  First and most evident, strong student/adult 
relationships are a marker for positive school culture.   This intentional school culture is 
achieving its goals of creating a caring and connected community.  Further, as was true 
with peer relationships, students attribute causality to these relationships in relation to their 
own well-being and development.  These relationships are also viewed as a unique and 
defining feature of the Mill Cities Charter School, indicating additional evidence for 
student perceptions of this school’s unique cultural identity. 
     How Positive Relationships with Adults Develop.  As students discussed their 
exceptional relationships with teachers and staff, they provided a glimpse into the 
distinctive cultural conditions facilitating the establishment of these relationships.  Parallel 
to the discussion of peer relationships, the small school environment was identified as a 
significant factor in bonding with their teachers. Students also viewed this particular group 
of teachers as extraordinary in their dedication, caring and concern for students.  There was 
a true sense of knowing and being known, along with a depth of commitment on both sides 
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of the relationship.  Razah explains how this process happened for him with his math 
teacher as they initially connected around an interest in music. 
Relationships, like building them wise, have always been not for me, not very tough 
because teachers are always so like warm-hearted. They're always there first with 
open arms.  That's where it brings it back to like it kind of being like a 
family. They're more of like a parent than they are a teacher. You be able to gain 
more from them than just learning about math. I remember before like when I took 
Algebra 1 in freshman year, B, I always asked him about his guitar. and this one 
time I came after school once, and he played, used to play this song for me, but 
being in front of me and a bunch of students and he'd be able to play music. 
There's more to these teachers than you usually think. So you be able to make 
connections and if its like oh, B likes music and I kind of like music to so I was 
able to connect him through that.  Than just, oh I know how to do just good math 
and he's a math teacher so I'm going to connect with him like that.  RAZAH 
 
     The Power of First Names.  At the beginning of the data collection process, an 
extremely unexpected pattern was noted in the field journal.  Students were consistently 
remarking on the significance of calling teachers by their first names.  As this theme 
developed after the first few interviews, I explored it further by asking students to tell me 
more about it.  According to students, this practice of calling teachers by first names creates 
a familiarity, which breaks down traditional barriers and fosters the development of a more 
personal relationship from the start.  As one student noted, it “changes the paradigm”. This 
was a fascinating finding as I was previously unaware of the power of this cultural practice 
to open doors to more intimate and personal relationships between adults and students.  
Alejandria explained how this practice creates the potential for a broader and deeper 
relationship.   
I think the relationships are very unique like first off what's very different from us 
is we call our teachers by their first names. We don't do miss and Mister. Coming 
in freshman year, I thought that was really weird, but it's kind of cool because it 
kind of opens the door of being more than just a student-teacher, you kind of build 
a different relationship with them…. I think it feels like it's really unique, like now 
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thinking about it, like, like I wouldn't want to be like Miss this and Mr. that, like 
their last name, it's just, it's a different thing when you call them you know B, P. 
It's just like a different opportunity because you kind of, it's more like you know, 
you're like oh, they're not just a teacher anymore, like they’re like they can be your 
friend, they can be there as a support for you.   ALEJANDRIA 
 
     Student views of how relationships develop with adults are significant for understanding 
the cultural conditions that facilitate student engagement.  While theory and research can 
offer helpful ideas for relationship building with adolescents, the perceptions of students 
themselves provides a different lens for understanding this process.  The power of first 
names is an extremely important finding as it not only validates an existing practice, but 
also explains why and how this practice is effective for relationship development.  Again 
in this case, students also identified this practice as unique to the Mill Cities Charter School, 
making it a unique cultural characteristic.    
     Relationships Last Beyond Graduation.  Another remarkable discovery was the 
extent to which these powerful relationships endure beyond graduation.  Several students 
mentioned how they have witnessed other students returning and the relationships are still 
there.  They note their own desire to return and view these relationships as a continuing 
part of their future outside of Mill Cities Charter School.  Lauren describes the special 
relationship with her advisor and how it will continue when she goes to college. 
Being a Senior, you appreciate that time, that someone you can count on to go to 
and for them to have their time of the day to just focus on you...And understand or 
get to know what you're going through and how can they help.  Maybe it's not just 
them that can help.  Maybe just advice that they can give and go to someone else 
to get that extra help for you. And so, Crystal, my advisor, is like my second mom.  
She knows me.  I have her number.  She has mine.  We keep in contact. It's one of 
those things where when I go to college, I will keep in contact with her because 
she's become part of my family, like I've been saying.  Lauren 
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     The endurance of adult/student relationships beyond graduation is very remarkable.  
The indication is a cultural connection between individual students and the school that is 
internalized to an extent that it remains with the students after leaving the institution.  As 
will be elaborated on further in the discussion section, it is this individual connection with 
institutional culture that helps to ultimately answer the “how” question of this research.    
     Summary of Relationships Dimension of School Culture.  Overall findings for the 
Relationships dimension of school culture are notable for several reasons.  Student views 
of positive peer and adult relationships denote this intentional school culture has achieved 
the goal of creating a community characterized by strong relationships, which is a 
necessary component of positive school cultures.  Intriguingly, these relationships not only 
meet the empirical criteria for positive relationships, but are distinguished by their extreme 
commitment, closeness, endurance, responsiveness and trust.  There is a sense of knowing 
and being known, valuing and being valued, respecting and being respected. The high level 
of equality and connection in these relationships is evident in students’ referring to “We” 
to describe both teachers and themselves, rather than “Us” and “Them”.  While this sense 
of  “We” indicates a harmonious and cohesive group identity; students individuality is 
certainly not lost in this process.  Rather, it is the personalized responsiveness to each 
student’s individual needs that creates a unity centralized around individuality.  It is these 
features of the Mill Cities Charter School relationships that are unique and defining in 
comparison to other settings.  Further, students offer both descriptive and ascriptive 
portrayals of these relationships, indicating a causal mechanism for both the culture and 
their individual well-being.  This causal connection ultimately forms a link between 
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students’ cultural experience and developmental impact, which is the core question of this 
research.   Thus, the unique character of relationships at this school is a defining feature of 
its cultural identity and students’ individual internalization of school culture.  The bi-
directional reciprocity in these relationships establishes cultural connection for both 
teachers and students.  As will later emerge, this cultural identity and connection are key 
for explaining “how” school culture positively impacts development.  Finally, the power 
of relationships is thus far, and will continue to be, the most dominant theme of these 
research findings, extending into all dimensions and domains of school culture.   
School Dimension #3 – Teaching and Learning 
     Mill Cities Charter School Culture, built around the Essential School Principles, values 
particular and unique pedagogical methods.  Personalized Learning, Demonstration of 
Mastery and Learning to Use One’s Mind well are core ideals that distinguish teaching and 
learning in this setting (Coalition of Essential Schools, 2017).  Student perceptions of these 
methods revealed positive experiences as learners.9 Overall, students reported great 
satisfaction with the school culture’s teaching and learning components.  Findings for this 
dimension are presented according to coded categories10 related to the Essential School 
principles italicized above: Personalized Learning, Engaging Teaching Styles, Alternative 
                                                
 
9	.  It should be noted that the Teaching and Learning findings are based on student 
perceptions of the key methods above, related to the Essential School Philosophy.  This 
does not include in-depth exploration of specific teaching approaches htat would only be 
recognized by a different professional level group of respondents	
10	The	coded	categories	listed	in	this	sentence	are	linked	to	the	ES	Principles	either	
directly	(i.e.	Personalized	Learning)	or	by	the	Mill	Cities	Charter	School’s	
operationalization	of	these	principles	as	outlined	in	Table	2.	
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Methods of Evaluation, Multiple Intelligences and the Habits of Mind and Preparation for 
the Future.  
     Personalized Learning.  All 20 students reported experiencing personalized learning 
efforts, as well as academic support for their specific individual learning needs.  Most 
students responded to this inquiry with particular examples of how teachers individualized 
their approach to help them succeed.  While alternative methods of evaluation are discussed 
separately below, students often referred to this feature of the Mill Cities Charter School’s 
approach when describing personalized learning.  Students felt they were given multiple 
opportunities to demonstrate knowledge in ways that best fit their abilities and interests.  
Students also described teachers’ unswerving dedication to making sure they understood 
subjects, no matter how long it took.  Students felt this was not only a demonstration of 
individualization, but an evident commitment to caring about each and student’s welfare.  
Melissa explains how she experienced this personalized learning with her math teacher.  
I think, um, it (personalized learning) has helped me a lot, especially in subjects 
like Math and Science, where I struggle the most, I know that I learn to, um, 
appreciate my weaknesses basically, because like um, for example, my um, Math 
teacher, my Freshman year, I was so down, like I knew I couldn't do Math, but he 
didn't give up on me, like he helped me after school. He told me like you know 
"Come finish a test. I'll help you during lunch, during afterschool, during advisory, 
whenever and he, like he sat down and he talked to me and he explained in every 
way possible until I understood it for sure.  So I think that's an amazing feeling to 
know that you have these teachers that will do anything for you to understand and 
for you to learn and I think that's amazing, that they actually care. MELISSA 
 
     Students’ positive personalized learning experiences are vital findings for this study’s 
purpose.  The fact that all 20 students had experienced personalized learning demonstrates 
the school’s achievement of this important Essential School Principle.  Further, there is the 
evident importance of personalized learning contributing to academic success, which 
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contributes to this study’s question of how school culture impacts student success.  Beyond 
the academic significance of this finding, students report a secondary gain of feeling cared 
about, which is ultimately later linked with other positive impacts in this research.  Finally, 
many students see the extent of teacher personalization as different compared to other 
schools, which makes personalized learning another cultural identifier for this school.  
     Engaging Teaching Styles.  When asked about teaching and learning methods, many 
students enthusiastically portrayed innovative teaching approaches that kept them 
interested, engaged and able to succeed.  Teachers were described as finding ways to make 
sure everyone understands material and remains involved in the learning process.  Students 
appreciated how teaching styles kept them focused, interested and motivated.  According 
to students, teachers employ a variety of pedagogical presentation approaches including 
engaging conversations, creative class projects, hands-on learning opportunities and 
technological innovations.  One student even described how “teachers going off track” is 
part of the teaching process that keeps them attentive.  Adele explains how teachers keep 
students participating and engaged in learning. 
(They) get you engaged, not only does it get catch your attention, you're watching 
a video instead of reading, but the way even class discussions, like the way they 
carry out those class discussions it like gets people going like I don't know in Civics 
we did so many debates and everybody in the debate were just like going at 
it.  Everybody would participate, it gets people out of their comfort zone and it gets 
them to express their opinion and like contribute to whatever is going on in class.  
ADELE 
 
     Students also noted how they have the opportunity to provide teachers feedback, which 
is instrumental in changing teaching approaches and class structure. At the end of each 
course, students complete a course reflection that allows the opportunity to not only 
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evaluate their own learning experience, but also to provide constructive feedback to the 
teacher.  Students found this process very empowering and felt mutually engaged in the 
learning process.  Ace elaborates on this process of student input and its importance. 
Um, I feel like this school does a good job of um, keeping me, like, like having my 
input be something important that they want to hear because like they do um, they 
sometimes give us like, I forgot what it's called, but it's like a teacher assessment at 
the very end of um, a lot of these classes.  I feel like it's to.., now we're assessing 
the teacher on where did they do good?  Where did they do bad? And I feel like this 
um, like takes our input as students to heart to the teachers …..Like, there's, there's 
ways of telling the teacher what you need to improve upon or what they can help 
you on.  And I feel like just assessments and different things they give us just are 
multiple ways to like, get us all to give them feedback and have them give us 
feedback and like multiple different ways just so they get every chance to like 
perfect their lessons, so that we as learners become like, our own teachers ourselves.  
ACE 
 
     The positive effect of engaging teaching styles informs our understanding of how 
students respond to different pedagogical approaches.  Students’ positive views of teaching 
styles revealed an enthusiasm for learning and a sense of connection in the classroom, 
which is subsequently associated with increased performance potential.  While there was 
not much comparison to other schools in this case, some level of unique cultural 
identification is associated with specific Essential School principles, such as project based 
and personalized learning.  References to students providing teacher feedback are also quite 
significant because this empowers students to have a voice in their learning process, which 
fulfills the Essential School Principles of Democracy and Equity (Coalition of Essential 
Schools, 2017).    
Alternative Methods of Evaluation. 
       Key Essential School Principles include Demonstration of Mastery and Learning to 
Use One’s Mind Well.  These principles inform the design of Alternative Methods of 
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Evaluation at Mill Cities Charter School.  Students appreciated the opportunity to 
demonstrate mastery of their knowledge through projects, portfolios and other means 
besides traditional testing.  Students felt these alternative methods were positive and 
powerful ways to demonstrate accomplishments to others and to themselves.  There are 
many ways to “show what you know” at Mill Cities Charter School and all students 
interviewed spoke positively of these different means of showing proficiency. One student 
also noted how Exhibition Night was an opportunity to “show the outside world what the 
Mill Cities Charter School is like”.  Ace explains how these alternative methods of 
evaluation help him grow. 
I feel like they give us multiple ways of showing what we know because like, they 
don't want to just give us a test and then once we're done, we're like "yes, we're 
done" and we're like, we throw away that knowledge. I feel like they give us 
different things throughout the year, whether it's Portfolio, Exhibition Night, all 
those different things so that you can go back and reflect on different things or you 
can continue to review your notes on certain things just so it's like burnt in your 
head that this is something you need to know and I feel like (there are) different 
ways of giving you an end of course or final or a mid-term. And it just, it helps you 
expand yourself as just like, so just, it just grows. Yeah, it just grows me a person, 
so I really like that about Mill Cities Charter School. ACE 
 
     Student views of alternative methods of evaluation indicate the school is meeting its 
intentional goals of successfully applying these related Essential School Principles.  
Further, the value of these approaches is demonstrated by positive student perceptions of 
this teaching and learning element.  Students are learning more, becoming more invested 
and feeling accomplishments are recognized both within and outside the school.  These 
findings indicate the value of alternative methods of evaluation and their potential for 
enhancing academic success, which further informs the “how” question central to this 
research.  While this finding did not include much student comparison to other schools, its 
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significance as a differentiating cultural feature lies in its specific link to the Essential 
School Philosophy. 
     Multiple Intelligences and the Habits of Mind.  Essential School Principles also focus 
on teaching students to become their own teachers and preparing for all aspects of 
citizenship in the world (Coalition of Essential Schools, 2017).  Correspondingly, there is 
a focus on fostering multiple intelligences, including social, emotional and personal 
development. To operationalize these goals, the Mill Cities Charter School has established 
a set of Habits of Mind that is integrated into every aspect of teaching and learning.  The 
chosen Habits of Mind are characteristics associated with lifetime success including 
Collaboration, Community Engagement, Creativity, Gratitude, Grit, Humility, Integrity, 
Optimism, Organization, Self-Advocacy, Upstanderness, Wellness and Zest.  Student 
commentary on the Habits of Mind demonstrated not only their growth in these multiple 
areas of personal, social and emotional development; but also their emerging capacity for 
self-awareness and self-reflection. Their contemplations on the Habits of Mind revealed a 
sense of pride in their own progress, as well as an acceptance of areas for personal growth.  
There was also a strong sense of the school’s cultural identity associated with the Habits 
of Mind, as illustrated by Adele’s thoughts below. 
I feel like they are Mill Cities Charter School’s characteristics.  It's like, they're like 
little components of each student’s personality.  Once you get use to the run of Mill 
Cities Charter School’s feeling and like how we work, you start finding yourself 
showing these little "Habits of Mind", like you're outside in the community all the 
time, your CIPs, your teachers take you out inside the community all the 
time.  They're basically describing the students.  Each of our students have those 
characteristics inside of them. ADELE 
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     Findings regarding Multiple Intelligences and the Habits of Mind are important for this 
study’s exploration of an intentional school culture based on the Essential School 
Philosophy.  Development of multiple intelligences and the Habits of Mind are central 
goals for the Mill Cities Charter School.  Student reflections on growth in these areas are 
indicative of success in achieving these goals.  Further, student awareness and association 
of Habits of Mind with the Mill Cities Charter School supports their recognition of an 
institutional cultural identity.  Relatedly, their internalization of these ideals indicates their 
individual identification with the school culture, which is eventually key to this study’s 
focus on how school culture impacts development.  
     Preparation for the Future.  Since the Essential School Philosophy is to prepare 
students for their future roles as citizens in the world (Coalition of Essential Schools, 2017), 
students were asked about preparation for the future.  All 20 graduating seniors also felt 
Mill Cities Charter School had prepared them well for their futures.  Of particular interest 
was their positive response to the College Planning Process. Students reported that 
determining future interests and goals begins in their Freshman year with career 
exploration, followed in later years by job shadows, internships and college visits.  While 
students are encouraged to plan paths towards postsecondary education from the start, they 
are mostly given confidence to follow their dreams. Many students reported this confidence 
made a difference in their vision of their abilities and futures. Thus, the Freshman, 
Sophomore and Junior years include many steps towards career and college interests, 
which ultimately culminate in an intense focus on individualized future planning in the 
senior year, including a Senior Seminar focused on postsecondary planning.  Although this 
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means college planning for most students, students are guided in whatever direction they 
want to take. For students planning to attend college, they are helped with college choices, 
essays and applications. Students were especially aware of the amount of assistance they 
receive here in comparison to other schools. The school also sponsors a “Senior Day”, 
which is completely devoted to finishing up college and financial aid applications before 
the common deadlines.  The Mill Cities Charter School’s College Planning Process is 
ultimately successful as all of the interviewees had solidified plans to attend college after 
graduation.  MaryJo Blige explains the preparation process as follows. 
 
When really, come your Sophomore, Junior or Senior year, they really push the fact 
that college is in your radar. "Do well because you're going to college".  They never 
say "oh,...", like even if your grades are not where they should be, you're still going 
to college.  You're still going to go somewhere in life and be successful because 
this is..., "we're not setting you up for failure". We have a Senior Day, like reserved 
for Seniors to go to school and nobody else come to school and then we have every 
single teacher who works in this school here, like somebody working on us with 
our college essays.  Well, we start our college essays in English Class, like in the 
beginning of the year and then we work on it continuously by the questions that 
Common App gives us and then like in Decemberish,  we have our Senior Day, 
where all the Seniors come to school.  We have a teacher working with us with our 
transcripts, um our college essays, all the essays we have to write for Common App, 
finding the colleges that we want to apply to on Common App.  And I don't know, 
they're just there, supporting us, helping us with our Senior Papers, like we have to 
pick one topic to focus on the whole year and they're helping us edit that so we're 
"college ready".  They're helping us... I don't know, they're just being very 
supportive.  The Seniors, the attention is on Seniors.  So we could be here till 6 
o'clock at night from 8 in the morning.  MARYJO BLIGE 
 
     Findings regarding future preparation are important for understanding how school 
culture impacts development.  The ultimately apparent goal for any educational institution 
is to prepare its students for the future.  Since all students are feeling prepared for their 
future and have college plans in place, the Mill Cities Charter School has been successful 
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in its primary educational mission.  Further, students are feeling confident about 
themselves and envisioning futures they previously did not think possible, which indicates 
another level of positive youth development. Students also viewed this future preparation 
as different in contrast to other schools, which signifies another unique element of 
institutional cultural identity.  Individual association with that identity is also suggested by 
students’ now viewing themselves as able to go to college, which for many was a 
previously unfathomable goal.  This transformative view of self has great implications for 
this study’s processual question of “how” school culture impacts development.   
     Summary of Teaching and Learning Dimension of School Culture.  Findings for the 
Teaching and Learning dimension included an awareness and appreciation of personalized 
learning; engaging teaching styles; alternative methods of evaluation; multiple 
intelligences and Habits of Mind; and future preparation.  These cultural aspects 
demonstrated the school’s intentional and successful actualization of Essential School 
Principles.  Further, these pedagogical practices and elements resulted in student academic 
success and personal feelings of accomplishment.    Student awareness of these cultural 
features as distinctive and distinguishing continues to build the case for this school’s unique 
institutional identity, which is externally recognized and internally integrated by the 
students.  This objective externalization and subjective internalization will ultimately 
provide answers to this study’s question of how school culture impacts development.  
Further, the power of relationships continues to appear in the sense of “we” that also 
accompanies teaching and learning.  Student descriptions indicate a reciprocity in which 
the learning experience impacts both teacher and student.   
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School Culture Dimension #4 – Institutional Environment 
     Institutional Environment is the dimension of school culture that focuses on both the 
physical environment and individuals’ connectedness to the school culture.  This study did 
not focus on the physical surroundings of this dimension, but rather the sense of 
connectedness that students felt to the school and its unique cultural elements.  Since the 
Mill Cities Charter School’s mission and culture focus on larger community involvement, 
discussion of connectedness also includes attention to perceived relationships between the 
school and larger community.  Subsequently, exploration of this dimension focuses on 
student connectedness both within the school and larger surrounding community.  
Connectedness within the school community includes current connectedness, student 
empowerment and students’ perception of the lasting relationship that students maintain 
with the Mill Cities Charter School after they leave.  Connectedness to larger surrounding 
community is presented as one category since coding did not reveal discrete categories. 
     Connectedness Within the School Community. Students’ perceptions of their own 
connectedness within the school community were amazingly positive. All 20 students 
reporting various positive indicators of connectedness.  Findings were categorized as 
current connectedness, empowerment and continuing connection after graduation.  
Empowerment was included here because of its position in the conceptual framework, 
which connects school culture dimensions to Essential School Principles and 
operationalized cultural elements within the Mill Cities Charter School (See Table 2).   
     Current Connectedness.  All 20 interviewees saw themselves as engaged participants 
in the school community and for many, the sense that they were “part of something”.  
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Indications of connectedness from previous areas of discussion including perceptions of 
culture, Relationships and Teaching and Learning.  For example, students described the 
school culture itself as “family”, “community”, “home” and “close-knit”.  These 
descriptors suggest feelings of belonging and connectedness to the school community.  As 
we explored the term “Mill Cities Charter School Way”, students depicted self-identity as 
intertwined with the school culture.  As one student noted above “It’s who we are”.  
Relationships were described as close, caring and supportive.  For most students, there was 
a strong sense of “comradery” and “everyone getting along”.  Similarly, student 
relationships with adults were portrayed as “trusting”, “supportive”, “caring” and “fun”.  
As eluded to earlier, there was also a high level of connection with the academic process 
and pedagogical practices at the Mill Cities Charter School. Gabby’s description below 
links these these feelings of connectedness directly with the school culture.   
Well, I feel like our culture is kind of like, we’re all connected…Mill Cities Charter 
School is like a home, like we grew up for four years.  That’s how I think about it 
is how like, we all, we’re all just connected.  So it’s cool, it’s cool to all be 
connected.  You know you feel like, more like, like I said, it’s a home kind of 
feeling and that culture, just all like connected and just, it’s kind of happy.  GABBY 
 
     Feelings of connectedness within the school community are extremely important as an 
indicator of positive school culture.  A positive school culture can only be effective if 
students are involved and invested.  Higher levels of connection increase the potential for 
positive impacts, which is the central focus of this research.  As students discuss 
connectedness as being “part of something”, the case for internalization of cultural identity 
is strengthened, which ultimately informs the “how” question of this project.   
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     Student Empowerment and Having a Voice.  The power of feeling connectedness to 
school culture is increased by having meaningful input and influence.  When asked about 
their perceptions of “having a voice” in school affairs, students expressed both involvement 
and empowerment.  There were a variety of institutional means and mechanisms for student 
participation in decision making and organizational change.  There is an active Student 
Government with representatives from each class.  Students are also part of various 
committees and other decision making groups within the school.  A particularly interesting 
feature was student participation in the interview and hiring process of new teachers.  
Administration also provide opportunities for the whole student body to be involved in 
planning and decision making, including consulting students about all stages of the 
expansion. Beyond the formal structures for student empowerment, interviewees also 
described knowing that as individuals, they could voice concerns or initiate change efforts 
at any time.  Alejandria provides examples of how students can impact change through the 
Student Government. 
I absolutely think that we have a voice here, there is so many different ways that 
you can use your voice. Um, a lot of people like can join Student Government. that's 
one of the big ways that we have a voice here, is through student government. We 
have class representatives and you can always go for them, but people always like 
if they see something is wrong, they stand up, they talk about it during morning 
meeting…have presentations like um, we do it through our service-learning, 
exhibition nights. We kind of, if we see a problem, we talk about it. Um, I know 
one of the big things that I always like hated was like the dress code and we, through 
my Civics class, I was kind of able to use my voice and be like: “oh I think this is 
a problem” and then student government ended up doing something. So I think the 
door's always open for you to have problems, like if you see something that you 
want to talk about ,you're always able to do it through the whole school, having 
assemblies or going to the teacher and be like: “oh, this is something that I want to 
change” and they help you like have your say. ALEJANDRIA 
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     Findings regarding student empowerment are central to this study’s focus on student 
perceptions of school culture experience and impact.  If students feel they have meaningful 
influence and participation in decision making, the power of the school culture to impact 
change is increased.  Student reports of empowerment were accompanied by expressions 
of investment and participation, which increases the potential to be positively effected by 
the school culture.  Further, having an active voice in school affairs increases the use of 
many skills associated with positive youth development, such as the capacity for 
assertiveness and effective communication.  Feelings of empowerment can also increase 
personal self-efficacy, self-worth and self-confidence.  Having a voice and being involved 
in decision making can also reciprocally increase feelings of connectedness, ultimately 
impacting individual internalization and identification with the school culture.   
   Connections Continue Long After Graduation.  Students described their sense of 
connectedness with the school community as continuing after students graduate.  
Interviewees referred to seeing many alumni come back to visit and observing the strong 
bonds that remain.  Students noted their own desire to come back and visit in the future 
and have it feel the same.  Adele explains how people come back and the connections are 
still strong. 
This is like the type of school you're going to want to come back to visit.  You just 
love everybody here, you love like the vibe and the feeling.  Everybody just makes 
you feel welcome, and like there is like so much support…You're always 
welcome, they’re so excited to see you, because even like last year's seniors, some 
of them came back and like they just go nuts.  They're like “how are you doing, oh 
my God, we miss you”.  It's like seeing your family after a while. It's like awesome. 
ADELE 
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     While these points about lasting connections were previously mentioned in the 
Relationships domain, they have additional and differential relevance here in relation to 
“connectedness”.  The fact that ongoing connections to the school community last beyond 
graduation signifies not just lasting relationships, but an enduring attachment to the school 
culture and community itself.  Enduring connections suggest an internalization of 
individual cultural identity that lasts beyond the temporal experience of being in high 
school.  This is extremely significant for the role of cultural identity in explaining “how” 
this school culture positively impacts development.   
     Connectedness to the Larger Community.  Within the dimension of Institutional 
Environment, connectedness within the school community is centralized, as well as “how 
positively engaged and involved students are in school life” (National School Climate 
Center, 2017).  Since this school is extremely focused on community involvement, the level 
of connectedness to the surrounding outside community is part of the Institutional 
Environment in this case.   The Mill Cities Charter School’s mission includes encouraging 
students to become “leaders and learners in the community” (Mill Cities Charter School, 
2017), which is accomplished by a curricular focus on service learning, social change and 
community involvement.  One of the school’s signature programs is its Community 
Improvement Project classes (CIP’s), which involve partnership with community groups 
to address social issues of importance to the neighborhoods and cities served by the Mill 
Cities Charter School.  Student connectedness to the larger community was often 
developed through their involvement in these projects, such as experiences in Literacy 
Leaders, Poverty Class, Film for Social Change and Community Gardening.  Beyond the 
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Community Improvement Project Classes, students were very involved in individual 
projects focused on social justice and social change in the community.  From the 
description of their experiences, students expressed a growing sense of individual 
responsibility and commitment towards community involvement and improvement.  They 
also conveyed an awareness of the school’s institutional responsibility and commitment to 
serving its surrounding communities.  Thus, connectedness to the larger community was 
both an individual and institutional commitment.  Ace describes how community 
involvement has helped him to realize his own connection to community and ability to 
impact change. 
I feel like it all connects, it's all meant to better you as an individual and for you to 
just like take all the knowledge and power you've gained here in Mill Cities and 
like spread that knowledge and power to the like world or the small community you 
live in and it just.... It's just cool, the way they like, I remember a year or two ago, 
some um, guy came in and did a speech in front of the multi and he said a line that 
stuck with me, he said um "Think locally"...no, no, no, no..."Think globally, but act 
locally". And it just really struck me because like, I feel like a lot of kids here, want 
to like stop pollution or stop big worldly issues and we all kind of like doubt 
ourselves because we're thinking "Oh, this is like a world issue.  How am I, as an 
individual, going to change the world?" But I feel like Mill Cities does little things 
to make you also do little things that I feel like all add up to make a big difference 
and like you don't think it makes a difference until like, I don't know, until you start 
to see more and more people interested in it or start, until you see yourself changing, 
like maybe you never woke up on time for school and now you're here all the 
time...You just see little changes within yourself and others that you're, you're really 
realizing "I'm only changing myself or a couple of kids", but that's just a start and 
it's like, it will become a domino effect, like it might eventually reach the world or 
just your local community.  It's just, I don't know, it's just something Mill Cities 
does that keeps you interested in like helping the community or helping those who 
are like less fortunate.  ACE 
 
     Students’ feelings of connectedness to the larger community is significant both to the 
school’s mission and this research.  Since the school’s mission emphasizes community 
involvement and commitment on so many levels, findings supporting community 
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connectedness indicate the school’s achievement of these goals.  For this research, 
students’ community connectedness fosters skills and experiences that may ultimately 
impact positive youth development.   For example, community involvement for social 
change enhances leadership, social awareness, critical thinking and problem solving skills.  
A direct correlation between community involvement and the “how” question of this 
research is evident and further supported in the next chapter.  As previously discussed in 
an earlier section, for these students, community involvement is also a distinguishing 
cultural identifier in comparison to other schools.  In this section, their community 
connectedness reveals an individual identification and internalization of this cultural norm, 
which is crucial for later explication of the “how” question of this research.  
     Summary of Institutional Environment Dimension of School Culture.  For this 
study, the Institutional Environment dimension of school culture focused more on 
connectedness than on the physical structure of the building.  As connectedness refers to 
student engagement and involvement in the school community, this dimension explored 
how students viewed their own levels of connectedness both within the school culture and 
the larger outside community.  Students overwhelmingly expressed a strong sense of 
connection within the school and with the surrounding community.   Further, students felt 
empowered to have a voice in the school’s decision making process, which promoted 
investment and engagement with feelings of self-efficacy.  Connections with the school 
culture and community was described as an enduring affiliation that continues after 
graduation into the future. These high levels of connectedness are indicative of a positive 
school culture that is able to engage its students in the present and the future.  Relationships 
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were again highlighted as key to feeling connected.  Knowing and being known, along with 
the sense of unity (“we”), enable individual connectedness, group connectedness and 
institutional connectedness to the surrounding community. Reciprocal and bi-directional 
impacts were evident in student descriptions of engagement, both within and outside the 
school setting.  Strong and enduring connectedness with the school culture itself is 
significant for understanding how institutional cultural identity is developed and 
internalized by students, which is crucial for answering the “how” question of this research.   
School Culture Dimension #5 – The School Improvement Process 
     While many avenues of inquiry could be chosen for exploring this final dimension of 
school culture, this study focused on the school’s current expansion plans and process. As 
previously discussed, the school is expanding its population from 165 to 350 over a three-
year period. Since this study is focused on student perceptions, the expansion was the 
school improvement process that students would be most aware of and impacted by in their 
current experiences.  Interestingly, this topic was the one area where negative views 
overwhelmingly outweighed the positive.  Overall, they were very concerned about the 
expansion changing the school culture.  
     The Expansion – Themes in Reactions.  The students interviewed were experiencing 
the first phase of the expansion, which involved adding 90 students to the freshman and 
sophomore classes during their senior year (2015-2016).  These students were involved in 
planning the expansion and informed throughout the planning process in their Freshman, 
Sophomore and Junior Years. Student reactions to the expansion included a range of 
emotions and concerns, categorized below as positive, mixed and negative reactions.  Since 
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categories are varying views on a continuum, similar features of findings are discussed 
together in one significance section at the end.   
     Negative Views – Concerns About School Culture Changing.  Most students had 
negative reactions to the expansion, which involved fear of change.  Although they had 
only experienced the first phase of change, the increased population already made these 
seniors feel they did not know everyone as well.  Accompanying this feeling of 
unfamiliarity was the idea that new students were not acclimating to the expected 
behavioral norms of the school culture.  There was a sense of protectiveness around 
maintaining the current school culture by encouraging conformity and showing new 
students “Mill Cities Charter School Way”.  Lucy explains how larger numbers are already 
impacting intimacy in this first year of the expansion. 
With the expansion and the new kids added, it doesn't feel right, like everyone, like 
we usually know each other's names by now and there's still kids around and I feel 
like they're new, but they've been here since the first day. Like the people I did all 
four years with, I'm really close to them and the teachers, but like, I don't bond with 
the new kids or the new teachers. I mean, it’s gonna be really different.  It's going 
to be really different when the expansion is all over and it becomes bigger, but, I 
don't know because I'm not going to be here, but hopefully when I visit, I still get 
the same vibe I do when I'm walking in the building.  LUCY 
 
     Interestingly, the theme of new students’ nonconformity was accompanied by a 
perception that these new students were not developmentally ready to understand and/or 
accept the positive, supportive and caring norms of Mill Cities Charter School.  Thus, the 
sense of protecting their culture was accompanied by a very understanding interpretation 
of why new students were not acculturating in the expected way.  Lauren presents a very 
astute and nuanced interpretation of how new students may be reacting.   
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So when I see someone, let's say, saying something very verbal, you say "Hey, 
that's not right.  That's not what we do at Mill Cities Charter School. Hey that's 
super racist, that's not right, and you should apologize."  And they're very young 
and so, you always have to take that in, but there's still maturity that should, that 
should be there. I mean these students and I understand what they're coming from, 
because they're coming from City Z now, instead of just City X and City Y, where 
they know about Mill Cities Charter School. And City Z, maybe they've heard, but 
I don't know it works over there, but I know for sure, there's these new kids where 
they know there's something here, there's something great, but because of where 
they've come from, which I understand, they don't know how to meet in the middle. 
……Mill Cities Charter School gives you so much freedom".  I think they're just 
scared to step into the pool….I see the fear and as a Senior, you understand the fear 
and you can't really um, say too much because sometimes they have to experience 
it themselves. They have to see that teachers are there for you. And so you see a lot 
of those, as far as the (community) goes… LAUREN 
 
     Mixed Reactions – Concerned Yet Hopeful About Transition.  While the majority of 
students expressed negative concerns for school culture, a few expressed mixed feelings 
that intermingled concerns with hope.  Sometimes this was also accompanied by positive 
views of expanding the opportunity for more students to come here.  However, this positive 
view of opportunity was more present in the very few students who felt positive about the 
expansion (discussed below).  Again here, the concern of not knowing each other as 
intimately was mentioned.   Mixed reactions involved concern, balanced with a more 
hopeful view that this was a period of change and the school would maintain its existing 
culture through the transition.  Ed Sheeran expresses her concerns accompanied by a view 
of positive advantages of increasing opportunities.   
I feel like, I don't know, I feel like it's different because there's more students and 
so it's not as like close as it was before, because it's hard to get to know 
everybody.   But I feel like it's good because then more students from different 
places like City Z get to come to our school and experience it.  I think if it gets even 
larger, it's not going to be the same as it was before, but we leave it at the same as 
how it is right now, it's going to be good because pretty soon everyone's going to 
get used to that.  ED SHEERAN 
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     Positive Reactions – Providing More Students Opportunity to Attend.  There were a 
very small number of students who viewed the expansion in more positive terms.  These 
students’ viewpoints generally focused on the benefits of increasing opportunity for more 
students to attend the Mill Cities Charter School.  Some students also reported becoming 
close to new teachers as an advantage of the expansion.  Selena expresses a positive view 
of the changes, including that the school is going to be even “better”.   
When I started freshman year, it was really, really small. Um, now I'm a senior and 
it expanded.  We still have that, that family culture and it's really nice having 
teachers like, especially when, um, something's going on at home, I could come 
here and my teachers are willing to talk to me about it and willing to help me get 
through it and get my mind off of it…When Mill Cities Charter School expanded, 
I didn't think I was going to get along with a lot of the teachers or a lot of the 
students, but um, I actually got really, really close with a lot of the new teachers 
and it's sad cause I'm leaving soon.  Um, so the expansion is giving students another 
opportunity to actually help them with their future and um, a way to kinda make 
their family proud. I think it's going to be better.  SELENA 
 
     These findings about the expansion are most significant for the negative views emerging 
in this area compared to all others.  While other findings for other school culture 
dimensions included very few occasional negative outliers, results were overwhelmingly 
positive and optimistic in all other areas of inquiry.  Negative views of the expansion 
suggest many important issues for this school culture and for this research.  There are two 
contrasting interpretations in regard to what this means for the culture itself.  On the one 
hand, students’ attachment to and protection of the existing school culture has positive 
connotations.  Conversely, adverse views of new students’ behavior and resistance to 
change could have negative implications for successful transition.  While cultural 
identification and internalization are generally viewed as very positive; is it possible that 
extreme cultural appreciation results in cultural enclosure, which limits the potential for 
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growth and change? Newcomers are expected to completely assimilate to existing culture 
rather than become part of creating a new culture, which may be negatively contributing to 
their reactive adaptation.  The success of this school culture may be leading to an 
expectation of complete assimilation, when cultural diffusion may be the preferred 
approach.  These issues are further explored in the theoretical sociological analysis of 
organizational culture dynamics in the final chapter.   
     Summary of School Improvement Process Dimension of School Culture.  To 
explore the School Improvement Process, this study focused on student perceptions of the 
Mill Cities Charter School Expansion Plan, which was not only the most significant event 
for these students, but also the one they were most aware of.  Students’ views of the 
expansion were mostly negative, revolving around concerns that the school culture would 
change.   In this case, the generally positive “we” references has the negative potential to 
create a sense of “us and them”.  Thus, the negative responses and concerns expressed in 
this section reflect both positive and negative implications for the school culture, which are 
key to the analysis of how institutional cultural identity is created and maintained, as well 
as how individual cultural identity is internalized.  These processes are fully examined and 
explicated in the discussion section through the sociological analysis using Hatch’s 
Cultural Dynamics Model. 
Closing Synopsis of Chapter 4 Findings Regarding Description and Experience 
     This chapter presented findings for the first research question regarding students’ 
descriptions and experiences of the Mill Cities Charter School Culture.  Students offered 
positive cultural descriptions that highlighted perceptions of unique cultural features, 
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including in the school culture dimensions of Safety, Relationships, Teaching and 
Learning, and the Institutional Environment. Findings in each area informed initial 
understanding of “how” the school culture impacts development; these results are further 
analyzed in the next findings section, which presents student views of the school culture’s 
impact.  Remarkably, these positive cultural attributions were also viewed as distinctive 
and different in comparison to other schools.  Thus, findings supported the argument for a 
unique and distinguishable institutional cultural identity, which is both externally 
recognized and internally integrated.   This interactive interface between individual and 
institutional cultural identity becomes the crucial link for understanding “how” the school 
culture impacts positive youth development.  The attempt is this chapter was to 
demonstrate how each finding supported the existence of a unique institutional cultural 
identity recognized and internalized by students. The final discussion chapter fully 
explicates this relationship using Hatch’s Cultural Dynamics Model to explain the process 
through which school culture impacts its students.  
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Chapter 6 – Findings Research Question 2 – School Culture Impact on Development  
Introduction 
    The second major research question asked students how they perceived the school 
culture’s impact on their personal, social and academic development.  All students noted 
at least some positive impacts, which they directly and indirectly attributed to specific 
identified aspects of the Mill Cities Charter School culture.  While 16 of the 20 respondents 
differentiated personal, social and academic developmental impacts; 4 out of 20 students 
reported general positive developments outside of this categorization scheme.   While these 
more general responses were offered outside of the specific questions on developmental 
realms, many of them fit into the coded categories for personal, social and developmental 
realms.  Further, while specific questions of impact were asked towards the end of the 
interview; students often remarked on impacts throughout the earlier phases of the 
interview process. Just as the originally intended discrete questions of cultural description 
and personal experience became inextricably intertwined in the interview; so too the 
revelations of impact were merged together with description and experience.  While there 
were many emerging themes regarding developmental impacts, there were also many 
unique effects revealed by individual students.  This may exemplify how the school’s 
culture simultaneously accomplishes common developmental goals for many students, 
while also realizing unique, personalized developmental gains for individual students.   
     In the discussion below, student reports of positive developmental impacts are 
presented, accompanied by student perceptions of how these impacts may be directly or 
indirectly attributed to the aspects of the Mill Cities Charter School Culture.  Presentation 
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of results are categorized by personal, social and academic developmental realms, followed 
by review of other unique, as well as broad developmental changes reported in certain 
cases.  For each developmental realm, discussion is organized as follows: (1) emerging 
themes are presented, including verbatim examples from the interview transcripts, (2) 
followed by students’ perceptions of how school culture attributed to these gains.  (3) 
preliminary interpretive analysis of the significance of each finding will follow, which 
establishes a foundation for theoretical analysis in the discussion chapter.   
Themes of Impact on Personal Development 
     While exploring the perceived impacts of school culture on personal development, a 
variety of common themes emerged during the coding process.  While 16 of the 20 
respondents differentiated and identified specific improvements in personal development; 
the other 4 students reported general positive developments that were coded into the 
personal development. For example, a student might not specifically mention “self-
confidence” in discussing personal development, but then might mention it when asked 
about overall views of developmental change.   Thus, all 20 students reported some positive 
advances in personal development, which they attributed to the school culture. The most 
prominent themes revolved around a sense of self-confidence, self-awareness, coping, 
problem solving and decision making skills.   
     Self-Confidence.  Self-confidence was one of the most frequently reported changes in 
personal development, with 16 of 20 students reporting this development gain.  For most, 
it was a general description of increased self-confidence or self-esteem, while a few 
reported self-confidence in specific areas such as academic, public speaking or decision 
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making.  One very interesting emerging theme was 5 students unprompted use of the phrase 
“step out of my comfort zone”, which was used to describe confidence to try new things 
and embrace new ideas.   
Mill Cities Charter School has always been there…You know how I was able to 
make it through those times and with the support of Mill Cities Charter School, 
people checking in on me, and I mean there's a tremendous amount of support here. 
Um, whether it be from students that, um I, I've learned to grow out of my comfort 
zone…My self confidence, I feel like has definitely boosted, um, throughout the 
years because as I said, it's a close-knit community…positivity, you know its and 
so I, I like how I can have my group of friends and they're always there to support 
me, they're always there to encourage me and they're always you know hey, um, 
you know one thing that I feel like is small, but very important, is compliments. 
you know like at Mill Cities Charter School here, everyone compliments everybody 
it's like. …I already knew I was able to step out of my comfort zone and teachers 
also here, they're really um, they're also very good supporters of like self-
confidence and stepping out of comfort zones. So, um that, I mean I definitely have 
gotten way more confident over the years.  Like I said, compliments and the 
positivity in Mill Cities Charter School and just generates self-confidence, you 
know.  DAYA 
 
     Students linked increased self-confidence to their school culture experience, providing 
key information for the preliminary understanding of “how” the school culture may 
influence this important developmental gain.   Student perceptions of improved self-
confidence were often generally attributed to the school culture overall, rather than to its 
specific elements.  However, some students identified particular cultural aspects that 
helped their self-confidence, such as advisor support, “positive” culture, close community, 
relationships, Facing History Class and community involvement experiences.   
     Increased feelings of self-confidence attributed to the school culture are significant for 
several reasons.  First and most obvious, it indicates this intentional school culture is 
positively impacting its students’ personal development.  Second, this self-confidence 
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reportedly11 extended into many areas of students’ lives, eventually resulting in increased 
self-efficacy and optimism regarding their abilities, potential and future orientation.   Third, 
for many, this self-confidence resulted in an openness embracing new thoughts and 
experiences.    
   Beyond the general significance of this finding, there is relevance for this study’s central 
question of “how” an intentional school culture impacts development.  Increased self-
esteem was generally and variously attributed to support, relationships and community 
involvement.  Similar to the previous chapter’s findings, the power of relationships 
continues to be emphasized by these students.  Relationships and support within the school 
create self-confidence, which is then nurtured and developed by experiences in the 
community.   
     Self-Awareness.  Increased self-awareness was reported by 15 out of 20 students.  
Similarly, to self-confidence, perceptions of increased self-awareness took both general 
and specific forms.  While some students described a more general self-awareness, others 
elaborated more specifically on various aspects of self-discovery; including self-
understanding, self-reflection, self-appreciation and awareness of one’s own “strengths and 
weaknesses”.  Self-understanding and self-reflection sometimes resulted in greater self-
appreciation and a different view of oneself.  Students also discussed the development of 
self-identity, including knowing themselves and understanding themselves in relation to 
others.  This sense of self-identity manifested in many forms, such as awareness of one’s 
                                                
 
11	Transcripts	provided	elaboration	on	student	perceptions	of	how	self-confidence	had	
extended	into	many	different	positive	outcomes	and	areas	of	their	lives.			
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beliefs, thoughts, skills and preferences.  Interestingly, this discussion also included 
references to “moving out of comfort zone”, particularly in relation to discovering new 
passions, goals and interests.  For example, one student described discovering a passion for 
art and another an interest in acting.   Self-awareness guided manifold forms of self-
discovery, ultimately resulting in the discernment of self-identity. 
I kind of like, they use, like Mill Cities uses academics and intertwines self-identity 
in academics to like help the students gain more to it and instead of just learning 
about reading and writing and math.  Like I remember from past years, I struggled 
really hard with trying to like stay motivated junior year and I remember English 
class we did "This I Believe” essay…… With this project, it was able to show like 
who, it kind of like, you could find more about yourself and you were able to learn 
like if I keep this belief, are you learning more different beliefs about other people 
who wanna have different ideas in life? You learn more about other students instead 
of just yourself through this. So, that's what I found kind of cool, little bit, with this 
English class being able to learn about it through this belief that you could just 
make up kind of, but instead of it being made up, it's something you could keep and 
like conquer in life with it. You'll be able to keep it and that could be like your 
motivation. RAZAH 
 
     Students accredited the charter school’s culture with these various forms of enhanced 
self-awareness, providing initial insights into “how” the school culture may help promote 
these positive developments.   As was the case with self-confidence, many students 
generally attributed self-awareness to the overall school culture experience.  However, a 
few students noted specific cultural elements as the reason for their increased self-
awareness and other forms of self-discovery.  Again, students noted support, relationships 
and closeness of the community as key factors in these areas of personal growth.  Several 
students also expressed how continual reflection on the Habits of Mind has fostered 
recognition of personal strengths and weaknesses, including the impact of those attributes 
on different areas of their life.    
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     This enhanced self-awareness, reportedly attributed to school culture, is significant for 
many reasons.  First and foremost, this self-awareness included multiple and diverse 
manifestations, each of which is a significant indicator of positive youth development.  
Self-awareness seemed to be described as a process, which ultimately led to other 
developmental gains in the journey towards self-discovery and self-identity.  Viewing the 
development of self-awareness as an enduring process, rather than an end in itself, 
emphasizes its potential power for continuing growth and development in many life 
spheres.  Further, key philosophical foundations of the Essential School Model, as 
operationalized by Mill Cities Charter School, include many goals related to expanded self-
awareness (i.e. critical thinking, self-reflection, development of multiple intelligences, 
etc.).   
     In addition to the significance of self-awareness for individual student growth and 
institutional goals, student perceptions of this developmental gain yield insight into “how” 
the school culture may contribute to positive youth development.   Students generally 
accredited the school culture with expanded self-awareness and specifically noted the 
influence of support, relationships, close community and continual reflection on the Habits 
of Mind.   The transformative power of relationships in this school again emerges as a 
significant influence in the development of self-awareness.  It was also interesting that 
students identified the Habits of Mind Reflections as a key contributor to increasing self-
awareness.  This may suggest that the Habits of Mind, which thematically embedded 
throughout the culture and curriculum, significantly impact positive personal development.   
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     Coping, Problem Solving and Decision Making Skills.  While self-confidence and 
self-awareness were the most frequently reported gains in personal development, some 
students noted the acquisition of specific coping, problem solving and decision making 
skills.  These three skill areas have been grouped together because of similarities in 
description, as well as the fact that each area was not frequently cited enough to stand alone 
as a theme for personal development.  However, it should be noted that an additional 
number of students mentioned these same skills when identifying areas of social 
development and general development (discussed below).  In the specific discussion of 
personal development gains, the frequency counts were as follows:  coping skills (3), 
problem solving and decision making skills (5).   Coping skills primarily referred to an 
increased ability to deal with stress, especially academic stress.  Problem solving and 
decision making skills were intertwined as students expressed different types of situations 
that required developing a solution or making a decision.  What all these skill developments 
(coping, problem solving, decision making) had in common was the students’ simultaneous 
ability to seek guidance and ultimately rely on their own judgment.  There was a sense of 
knowing when to seek help, but in the end, realizing the decisions were their own to make.  
I think over the years I've kind of learned to like not really care what people think. 
Like I'm my own person and at the end of the day, like the choices I make, it's only 
going to affect me. So they definitely helped me like realize that it's okay not to be 
with other people and it's ok if other people don't agree with you and like you; 
because at the end of the day, it's your life and people will come and go. So they 
definitely helped me with my confidence and kind of always speaking up and not 
being afraid of what I think ….. I think before I used to be very indecisive and 
always scared and I always felt like I needed other people's, like input, and I still 
do think it's important to make sure that like whatever you do, you're not going to 
hurt….affect someone negatively, but I've also kind of learned to be more confident 
in what I think and kind of just go with my thinking and be like: “if this is what I 
want to do, it's what I want to do.  For example, when I was choosing what college 
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I wanted to go to, it was definitely a hard decision…. and there was a lot of people 
who were like: “oh, you should like, you know like….”.  I felt like I had, there was 
a lot I felt personally, a lot of pressure. But at the end of the day, I realized that it 
was my future and I just had to go with my heart and what I really wanted to do. So 
I kind of learned to realize that at the end of the day, my decision was the most 
important and that everything will work its way out.  ALEJANDRIA 
 
     Students accredited the school culture with the development of coping, problem solving 
and decision making skills.  Again, these attributions were both general and specific, with 
particular emphasis on relationships and staff support as key contributors to the 
development of these skills.    While school culture and its elements were directly linked 
with coping, problem solving and decision making; students inferred developmentally 
moving from being supported to becoming self-supporting and autonomous in solving 
problems and making decisions.    
     Findings concerning coping, problem solving and decision making skills are extremely 
significant for this study’s exploration of school culture and positive youth development.  
Such skills are essential for all aspects of life and the transition to adulthood.  When these 
students continue on to their postsecondary plans, the obstacles they typically encounter 
require problem solving and decision making skills, as well as the ability to access 
resources and ask for help when needed.  Thus, having these skills before graduating is 
extremely important for their present plans and future endeavors.  
     These findings inform this research’s “how” question by explicating a potential 
relationship between school culture and the development of coping, problem solving and 
decision making skills.  As noted, students attributed the development of these skills to 
support and relationships within the school culture.   Student perceptions suggest that 
support and relationships with staff, especially advisors, enable in depth discussion of 
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problems and guidance in decision making.  Further, these students have become 
comfortable “asking for help” when needed.  This process of guided problem solving and 
decision making fostered the ability for increasingly autonomous application of these 
skills.   The power of relationships, as a cultural mechanism for positive youth 
development, continues to be a resonating theme in each area of findings.   
Themes of Impact on Social Development 
     In addition to personal development, students were asked about the impact of school 
culture on social development.  While 15 of the 20 respondents differentiated and identified 
specific improvements in social development; the remaining 5 students identified general 
positive developments that were coded into the social development categories.  Thus, all 
20 students reported positive social developmental gains, which they attributed to the 
school culture.  The most prominent themes in social development were Social Skills, 
Communication Skills, Relationships, and Community Involvement.   
     Social Skills.  Students who reported specific gains in social skills described becoming 
increasingly socially engaged, socially comfortable and confident.  This included an 
openness and receptivity to meeting new people, having new social experiences and 
becoming involved in new activities.  For example, Ace describes how he used to be afraid 
to become socially involved, but now enjoys new social experiences.   
I would say, like how I said um before, I used to be a little more like self-conscious 
when joining opportunities, like Sports Teams or different social groups… I just 
feel like Mill Cities Charter School has um, taught me to just like, like step out of 
your comfort zone and even when you're scared and fearful about things, you just 
never know who might be listening or who you might, um, meet through those um, 
fearful events… because a lot of times, I used to fear things before that are really 
easy and actually fun now.  So I feel like Mill Cities Charter School lets you like 
tackle your fears and know that like there's a good side to them. So it's like Mill 
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Cities Charter School just really helped me, I don't know, not be afraid of the world, 
because like the world ain't as scary as it seems.  ACE 
     As students like Ace explained these developmental gains, they often attributed these 
changes to their experience in the school culture, including specific elements such as 
collaborating with others, group projects and community involvement.  Social 
development occurred through continual interactive involvement with other individuals, 
small groups and the community. 
     The acquisition of social skills, comfort and confidence is extremely significant for this 
study’s focus on the link between school culture and positive youth development.  Since 
this intentional school culture fosters development of the whole child, social growth is a 
goal for all students.  Further, social skills and social confidence enhance other areas of 
growth and development, including academic achievement.  On a practical level, socially 
successful students are better prepared for many life experiences and challenges they will 
encounter in the future.    
    The discussion of social skills generated further insights regarding how the school 
culture may influence youth development.  In this case, social growth was generally 
attributed to experiences in the school culture and specifically attributed to interactive 
experiences in small and large social settings.  Interactive experiences, in this small and 
connected school setting, allowed for social skills and confidence to grow.  Further, the 
school culture’s emphasis on community involvement provided opportunities to adapt 
these skills outside the school and in the larger environment, which in turn, fostered their 
development even more.   
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     Communication Skills.   Several students described a transition from formerly being 
“shy” to becoming more outgoing, talkative and also using their “voice” to advocate for 
self and others. For these students, communication skills include not only interacting with 
others on an individual level, but also the ability to communicate effectively on the larger 
community level. On an individual and small group level, students expressed an increasing 
capacity for collaboration and communicating with others.  On the community level, 
students felt confidence in their ability to interact and talk with community leaders and 
members.  As Melissa describes it, the positive change in herself was not sudden, but 
occurred over time.  
Um, so I was really, really shy and I'm not going to lie, I still am shy. Um, so I didn't talk. 
I didn't participate in class. I didn't do anything. I would sit in the back by myself, probably 
with my head down for like quiet um.... then all of the presentations that we have to do in 
class and portfolio, it really took me out of my shell and being able to talk with my advisory 
and it really brought me out and it actually really helped me grow, um, yeah!  So, I looked 
at my Habits of Mind um, when I finished (mine) this year and I was like "Wow", like, my 
weakness was self-advocacy, I think or it was something like that and that was my strength 
this year. It was my top one and like, I looked at my freshman year and it was my bottom 
one. I'm not even lying, like literally, my Habits of Mind looks like it was just flipped 
upside down. So like my, my Freshman Year Habits of Mind looked like it was flipped my 
Senior year, like all the things that I had as my weaknesses were my strengths, all my 
strengths were in the middle and um, I, I did really improve a lot over the four years and 
I'm proud of who I became.  MELISSA 
     Students attributed improved communication skills to experiences in the school culture, 
as well specific academic and extracurricular components, including the following: group 
projects, portfolio process, frequent presentations, after school activities, Community 
Improvement Project classes and general community involvement experiences.  A few 
students identified staff support as contributing to the development of communication 
skills.   
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     The finding that students accredited the school culture with improved communication 
skills is important for many apparent reasons.  Since the Mill Cities Charter School is 
committed to social and emotional learning, enhancing effective communication is a goal 
for every student.  Communication skills have obvious benefit not only for success in the 
academic setting, but in all other life spheres.  The ability to communicate well also has 
evident implications for problem solving, conflict resolution and maintaining healthy 
relationships.  As such, these are essential life skills that will help students well beyond 
their high school years. 
     Understanding the link between school culture and communication skills further 
illuminates the central “how” question of this research.  According to student perceptions, 
the school culture positively impacted communication skills through specific interactive 
experiences both within the school and the larger community.   Opportunities for 
developing these skills are embedded within the school culture and curriculum, including 
group projects and an emphasis on developing collaboration skills in the Habits of Mind.  
It seems these communication building elements, developed skills within the school 
setting, which were then further fostered through community engagement experiences.   
     Relationships.  While exploring social development, students identified a variety of 
positive developments in their relationships, both with peers and adults.  These 
developments manifested in a variety of forms.  For example, students reported the 
establishment of deeper and closer relationships with peers and staff over time, especially 
within their advisories.  One student reported that the advisory setting enabled 
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“communication on a deeper level”.  Some also recognized an openness to new 
relationships, as well as an increased acceptance and awareness of others’ needs.  One 
student described an awareness of respect and honesty in relationships.  Beyond these 
relational characteristics, some respondents indicated enhanced capacity for problem 
solving, decision making and dealing with conflicts in relationships.  This included 
increased ability to talk about emotions and use staff relationships as a resource for coping 
with stress.  Stefan captured the essence of these relational developments as he describes 
his own social journey through high school. 
The good thing about it is that you do learn social skills of how to be a really good 
person, but actually learning how to develop lasting and meaningful friendships 
and how to handle relationships in the first place…Going forward, you get more 
mature, you like have more people that support you, so you want to support yourself 
now.  Again, the community building effect, you need people. People need to, it's 
a, like if you have problems, if you have problems, like in school, it's not all your 
fault.  People need to help you up, that's just the way it is, that's how the world 
works.  We're humans. People need to help you up.  Now, like going forward, you 
have higher self-esteem and when you see other kids doing that, having like low 
self-esteem, you want to help them as much as possible.  So, me, again, after like I 
raised my own self-esteem.  I raised like my feeling of just wanting to be at school.  I 
want to be at school now.  I want to help people out, gain more friends who feel the 
same way, help them out, like we build a bigger community and a bigger group of 
friends…That’s what I say about my development.  STEFAN 
     While development in relationships was typically ascribed to the school culture in a 
general sense; one student specifically accredited community involvement experiences.  
Thus, in this case, there was much less specificity than for previous findings.  For those 
students who generally attributed relationship developments to school culture, it is not 
possible to precisely identify their perceptions of causal factors.   However, there was a 
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general sense of the power of relationships within the school community embedded within 
their descriptions.   
     The significance of these relational developments lies in their implications for the 
school’s values and goals for students’ holistic development.  First, the formation and 
progressive deepening of relationships within the school fits the institution’s goals of 
personalization and creating a small caring community.  Secondly, all the reported 
manifestations of relational gains correspond with the school’s social and emotional 
learning goals.  For example, advances in relational problem solving, conflict resolution 
and social awareness are essential socio-emotional skills for adolescence and adulthood.  
Further, the ability to utilize relationships for talking about emotions illustrates the 
development of coping skills that are crucial for problem solving and stress management.  
Finally, an open and accepting attitude towards others’ differences is especially important 
in an increasingly diversified world.   
     This ascribed link between school culture and relationship development lends 
understanding to the question of how school culture impacts development.  According to 
student perceptions, their general lived experience in this school culture helped cultivate 
the development of quality relationships, social awareness and related skills.  Given that a 
focus on relationships permeates every aspect of this school culture, students are 
continually surrounded by a culture of caring.  A possible interpretation of “how” is that 
the small, personalized community, and its accompanying focus on social emotional 
learning foster the multifarious relational developments portrayed by students.   
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     Community Involvement.  Many interviewees identified community involvement as 
both a social development and a causal factor in that development.  The ability and skills 
for becoming community involved were viewed as social advances in and of themselves.  
Half of the students interviewed specifically identified their community involvement 
achievements and aptitudes as a positive developmental change.  Responses in this area 
were unique to each student, yet unified by the common theme of developing knowledge, 
skills, or self-awareness through community engagement experiences.  Since responses did 
not coalesce into distinct thematic categories, they are discussed together here, highlighting 
both individual uniqueness and group commonalities.   
     For some students, increasing community involvement experiences was identified as a 
developmental gain in and of itself.  Similar to previous personal and social development 
findings, the familiar phrase “step out of my comfort zone” emerged in this part of the 
discussion as well.   For others, this involvement helped them to gain communication skills, 
especially public speaking skills.  Beyond specific communication skills, these community 
experiences helped students discover their own “voices” and capacity for creating change.  
One student stated that he had not only increased his engagement in the community, but 
developed an increased understanding of his own role in the world and how he can change 
things.  For other students, the developmental aspects of community engagement involved 
a self-awareness of their own desire, enjoyment and passion for helping others. Some 
students further noted how these skills will benefit their future.  Melissa eloquently 
describes how the school culture and community involvement has helped her grow and 
change. 
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I think um, positively it has helped me grow as a person and like have this growth 
mindset, that you know, yeah, you can fail or you can succeed or you can also grow 
from whatever you go through and the culture has helped me accept others for who 
they are and who they want to be in the future….  If anything, it has helped me be 
an upstander and be optimistic. I think um, it goes back to like Mill Cities Charter 
School encouraging and empowering students to be leaders um for their own life 
and for the community.  And I think that has helped me become a leader in my 
community by bringing awareness or fixing the issue or being an upstander 
basically and I think that Mill Cities Charter School actually, like, since the first 
day you get here you get to know that that's like part of the culture basically, just 
being a leader and being yourself and knowing your beliefs and knowing what you 
want and that's part of like the Mill Cities Charter School way too…I love the 
culture here and I would, can say that confidently because um, it has changed me 
as a person. MELISSA 
 
      In regard to how students linked school culture and community involvement 
achievements, explanations were broader than in other developmental descriptions. As 
previously noted, in this case, students generally cited community involvement as both 
cause and effect.  However, there were a few examples of association to specific cultural 
elements, including relationships, support and encouragement to follow one’s own interests 
and passions.  Beyond these specific attributions, respondents commonly indicated the 
school’s focus on community involvement and available opportunities as the reason for 
their developmental gains through community engagement.  It was ultimately the 
experience itself that led to further social developments specifically in the community 
realm.   
     The significance of these findings demonstrates the value of this school’s emphasis on 
community involvement!  Community engagement and improvement efforts are both an 
institutional mission and educational goal.   The most compelling aspect of this finding is 
that it was completely unexpected.  While the school’s focus on community involvement 
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was known from the onset of this research, its independent power as an influential factor 
in development was unforeseen.   
     The influential impact of community involvement helps inform this research study’s 
question of “how” an intentional school culture impacts positive youth development.  A 
preliminary interpretation of this result is that an institutional emphasis on community 
engagement and social responsibility results in meaningful community commitment, which 
then fosters the development of leadership skills and a feeling of self-efficacy as a change 
agent.  While many schools offer students outside opportunities for community service, 
this school surrounds students with an active ethos of social responsibility.  Thus, the 
community involvement experiences are more integrated with the school culture, perhaps 
resulting in the types of positive social developments revealed by these students. 
Themes of Impact on Academic Development 
     Beyond personal and social development, the impact of school culture on academic 
development was also examined.  All 20 students reported one or more positive changes in 
academic development, which they either generally or specifically attributed to the school 
culture.  In the previous developmental realms, some students reported general 
developments rather than specifically differentiating the personal and social categories.  In 
the case of academic development, the number of students distinguishing academic 
developments was much higher at 19 out of 20.  This would suggest that awareness and 
recognition of this realm is much more tangible for the students.  Recurrent themes 
centralized around performance achievements, academic skills, personal skills and 
academic self-awareness. 
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     Performance and Achievements.  When asked open-endedly about academic 
development, some students replied with information about academic performance or 
achievements.  For 6 out of 20 students, academic development meant improved 
performance, including general descriptions of being a better student or more specific 
reports of higher grades.  Paris describes her academic growth by comparing her middle 
school experience with her improved achievements at the Mill Cities Charter School. 
Yeah, well who I am academically, I came into Mill Cities just with my previous 
school, just barely getting by, with my previous school and then when I came to 
Mill Cities, they automatically just tell you "That wasn't enough effort". In order to 
succeed and to be the best you, you need to put in as much effort as you can.  And 
I feel that they introduced that as a start, to me and I feel like academically they 
pushed me and I always wanted to take the hardest classes or the AP classes or the 
RS classes and I feel like that wasn't me in Middle School... just because they, I 
don't, I came from a very big Middle School and they didn't very, they didn't focus 
on each individual one as they do here.  And I feel like, I, I've wanted to like, I feel 
like my grades improved from where I used to be and um, I’ve wanted to succeed 
because I knew so many people looking at me and were watching me and cared 
about me and cared about what I got, um, yeah, and cared about my grades. I feel 
like they made me care about myself too.  PARIS 
 
     Students accredited the school culture with these gains in academic performance and 
achievement.   While some attributed this progress to general experience in the school 
culture, others identified specific elements such as advisor support, teacher support, 
available help, caring environment and Academic Enrichment classes.  One student also 
mentioned support from other students as a contributing factor to her success.   
      The significance of a school culture impacting academic achievement is evident and 
clear!  While the Mill Cities Charter School expands its mission well beyond academic 
success, the ultimate purpose of any educational institution is to foster academic 
achievement for its students.  On an institutional level, the school has demonstrated 
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academic proficiency on many objective measures.  Additional self-reports of student 
achievement, ascribed to the school culture, indicates the presence of non-academic 
cultural processes that nurture positive academic outcomes.   
     These findings of improved academic achievement and performance further illuminate 
the potential processes at work within this school culture.  The common elements students 
associated with this success were caring and supportive relationships, with available 
academic help.  As true with other findings, this community of caring provides a nurturing 
environment that encourages and advances students’ abilities to be successful 
academically.  As exemplified in the above excerpt from Paris’ interview and other 
findings below, this process can include a transformation of students’ academic identity so 
that they see their positive potential. 
     Academic Skills.  For some students, the question of academic development 
immediately invoked thoughts of improvement in specific academic skills or subject areas.  
These included increased proficiency in reading, writing, math, vocabulary and English 
language skills.  Students also described enhanced presentation and public speaking skills.   
In the interview excerpt below, Ace describes some of the academic advances he has made 
at the Mill Cities Charter School. 
Um, I've grown tremendously, like I read better.  I try to challenge myself with 
bigger books.  I write way more better than I used to, like I used to do a lot of run 
on sentences and not know how to spell something, so I’ll use like spell check a 
lot, but now I feel like I've expanded my like, um vocabulary and my use of 
words by just reading different books, just uh, like just doing things like Morning 
Meeting because it, it helps with like group speaking and those kind of skills 
because I know like in the future, maybe at my job, or wherever I might be, I 
might need to speak to groups of people....  ACE 
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     Students accredited the overall school culture with their gains in academic skills.  In 
this case, most students indicated a general attribution to school culture, or teaching and 
learning methods, rather than specific elements of that domain.  The exception to this was 
public speaking and presentation skills, which in two cases were specifically attributed to 
specific public speaking experiences. 
      Findings that indicate improved academic skills have many important implications for 
this research study, the school and its students. While a school may have multitudinous 
goals for holistic development of multiple intelligences, the outside world measures an 
educational institution’s ultimate value by academic performance.  In the current era of 
standards and performance based accountability, an innovative charter school must always 
concentrate on its academic mission to maintain funding and survive.  Beyond this very 
practical significance, increased academic skills are essential for students’ future success.  
By students’ self-reports, these skills will help them in college and in life.    
     The fact that students link this success to the school culture provides insight into “how” 
important culture is for student success.  For many of these students, academic skill gains 
come after many past challenges to academic success.  While they did not mention specific 
aspects of school culture as much in this case, other research findings would suggest these 
gains are related to the school culture’s academic support, personalized learning and 
continual attention to each individual student’s needs.   
     Personal Skills.  This category was coded as “personal skills” to differentiate them 
from subject or knowledge based skills. Essentially, this category captures a range of other 
reported skills, strengths or personal practices that foster academic success.  There were 
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diverse responses including critical thinking, perseverance, prioritization, time 
management, organization, maintaining effort, asking for help, challenging oneself, 
motivation and the ability to avoid procrastination.   For example, Alejandria describes 
how he has been helped to develop motivation. 
It kind of makes sense, but I think the school has always made, um sure, that like 
students stay motivated and kind of letting them know, you know, you're doing 
this now for your future. So I feel like I always put all, my all, in my school 
because I've always known that I wanted to go to college and it was something 
that we were always constantly talking about. So I think the fact that they always 
said, like talked about college, it was never a question in my mind to go. So it 
always motivated me to do my work and realize that like I'm, I feel like I've 
always realized that not everyone had the opportunity, not, everyone has an 
opportunity to have an education, so I always took advantage of that and kind of 
like make sure that I was always motivated and um, I was always a big 
procrastinator so I always if, I feel like the teachers definitely helped with that 
cause everyone knew that, … B knows I'm a huge procrastinator, so she always 
helps me. We kind of like, right now, we just setup my portfolio presentation. So I 
know that I have this much time to get it done.  So they kind of help make sure 
you're staying on task and on the right path.  ALEJANDRIA 
      
      Students connected school culture, both generally and specifically, with the 
development of personal skills that fostered academic success.   Particular aspects of school 
culture associated with this finding included relationships, teacher support, advisor 
support, teaching approaches, portfolio process and skills learned in particular classes.  
Similar to Alejandria’s comments above, many students described motivation and support 
as an integral part of the school culture.   
      Similar to academic skills, these findings are important for their value to both the 
individual students and the institutional goals.  The benefit to individual students is the 
development of skills that are crucial for future success in college, the workforce and in all 
areas of life.  For the institution, it means the achievement of educational goals beyond just 
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proficiency of content.  These skills, especially as recognized and articulated by students, 
have great significance for this research as well.  According to student perceptions, the 
school’s culture of caring is directly influencing the positive development of skills that 
enhance not only academic achievement, but also potential success in many other areas. 
     The development of these positive personal skills, attributed to the school culture, lends 
additional understanding to the “how” question centralized in this research.  In this case, 
the process through which school culture influenced development involved relationships, 
support and teaching approaches.   Through these mechanisms, students developed and 
expanded skills and habits that promote academic success.  New skills were acquired or 
dormant skills were revitalized through supportive relationships and nurturing teaching 
approaches.   
     Academic Self-Awareness.  In addition to achievement and skill development, 14 out 
of 20 students also shared specific experiences of self-reflection on their unique 
individuality and potential as learners.   Academic self-awareness captures these student 
descriptions of discovering new insights or realizations about themselves over the past four 
years.   While a diversity of ideas was conveyed, some common emerging themes were 
discovery of learning style, realization of potential, transformation of values, changes in 
behavior, and view of the future.  For example, students described discovering themselves 
to be “hands-on” or “visual” learners or working best in small groups.  This is exemplified 
in the excerpt below as Ace describes awareness of his own skills and the ability to 
overcome fears. 
I just feel like the Mill Cities Charter School has um, taught me to just like, like step out of 
your comfort zone and even when you’re scared and fearful about things…I feel like the 
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Mill Cities Charter School has shaped the way I perceive my own skills and my own just, 
my own thoughts, because a lot of time, I used to fear things before that are really easy and 
actually fun now….The Mill Cities Charter School does a great job with just teaching you 
to like just know that life is okay and just like with family and just, just the skills you have 
already, you’re gonna just make it places and you’re just, you don’t really have to worry 
about just the end goal, because like if you tackle little things day by day, you will make it 
to that end goal cause a lot of people stress when come in as Freshman, they’re like “Oh, 
I’m never going to make it to graduation” or “I’m never gonna walk the stage”, but like if 
you just tackle little things , day by day and just focus about just right now……ACE 
 
      Students explained how the school’s constant support, relationships and personalized 
learning helped to increase academic self-awareness, especially in terms of positive views 
of abilities and potential.   Students also described how this awareness was impacted by 
reflection on the Habits of Mind and other activities promoting self-reflection. 
     The association of school culture with growing academic self-awareness is significant 
for many reasons.  It indicates another element of positive school culture in that students 
believe in themselves and their abilities through the school culture’s support, relationships 
and curricular activities.  Further, this aspect of identity development merges with 
internalization of cultural identity in a way that helps to explain the “how” question of this 
research through the Cultural Dynamics Model, which is discussed extensively in the next 
chapter.  
Closing Synopsis of Chapter 5 Findings - School Culture Impact on Development 
     Findings for the second research question regarding developmental impacts consistently 
linked this school’s culture with positive personal, social and academic development.  For 
each developmental realm, respondent themes were identified, exemplified, explained and 
analyzed for significance and meaning.  For each personal, social and academic 
developmental theme; findings were summarized, links to school culture were described, 
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potential significance was discussed and analyzed in relation to this research’s central 
“how” question.   Preliminary analysis provided insight into “how” this intentional school 
culture impacts development.  In the next section, these initial analytical insights will be 
further explicated and expounded through conceptual and theoretical analysis, followed by 
implications for theory, research and practice.   
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Chapter 7 - Discussion and Implications 
Introduction 
     The purpose of this study was to explore how an intentional school culture, based on 
the Essential School Principles, impacts students’ personal, social and academic 
development. Understanding student perceptions of school culture and its developmental 
impact provides a unique view of the processes through which positive school culture 
promotes positive youth development.  The presentation of findings indicated both positive 
school culture experiences and their ascribed effect on developmental gains in the personal, 
social and academic realms. This chapter explores the implications of these findings and 
the possibilities for understanding the link between school culture and student 
development.  Of particular interest is the potential for illuminating the processes through 
which school culture experiences affect positive youth development. To accomplish this 
goal, this discussion relates these research findings to key literature conclusions, theoretical 
frameworks and promising practices.  Limitations of the research will be acknowledged 
and suggestions for future research will be offered.  
Meaning of Findings 
     These findings tell a story, through the students’ eyes, of a positive school culture with 
positive impacts.  While aggregate data such as graduation rates, test scores and college 
acceptances have already distinguished and validated the Mill Cities Charter School’s 
success; it is these personal stories of students that illustrate the difference this school 
makes in the lives of its students.  A most intriguing feature of these research results is the 
universally positive views these graduating seniors have of their school culture and 
experience.  While the potential reasons and limitations of these exceedingly positive 
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results are carefully examined later in this discussion; students’ overwhelmingly positive 
perceptions give meaning and significance to these findings.  Remaining true to this study’s 
guiding principles of Maxwell’s (2013) Critical Realism, these are subjective reflections 
of a real existing culture. 
     To consider the meaning of these findings, there is first and foremost, the portrayal of a 
school culture that is loved, cherished and valued by its students.  Their comparisons of the 
culture to “home” and “family” indicates an intimate community in which students know 
and are known. The collective understanding of “Mill Cities Charter School Way”, in 
universally positive terms, reveals a sense of identification with a unique school culture, 
which has a treasured set of values and norms built on relationships and shared 
understanding.  For these students, Mill Cities Charter School Way is not only a way of 
doing, but a way of being.  As they move into the discussion of more particular school 
culture dimensions, they continue to collectively commend the school’s Safety, 
Relationships, Teaching and Learning, and Institutional Environment.  They describe a 
feeling of physical and emotional Safety12 that instills a sense of security and sanctuary.  
Their portrayal of Relationships as close, supportive, trusting and caring, again, suggests a 
sense of knowing and being known.  Their positive descriptions of Teaching and Learning 
methods implies academic engagement and enthusiasm.   In regard to the Institutional 
Environment, feelings of connectedness within the school and larger community suggest a 
strong sense of belonging and involvement.  Further, this connectedness to community 
                                                
 
12	Capitalization and italicization of terms here is to identify them as key dimensions of 
school culture from the literature and conceptual framework.	
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includes both an individual and institutional level of commitment and caring.  Discussion 
of the School Improvement Process, which focused on the expansion, further highlights the 
level of loyalty and concern these students have for their school culture.  These graduating 
seniors not only care deeply for, and identify with, their school culture, but they accredit 
the Mill Cities Charter School with many positive developmental impacts.  Every student 
reported personal, social and development gains, which they directly attributed to their 
experience at Mill Cities Charter School. The meaning of these findings strongly suggests 
that the Mill Cities Charter School’s unique culture has positively impacted these students’ 
lives in many areas.  Further, the link between school culture and developmental effects 
helps to answer this study’s essential question of how school culture impacts positive youth 
development.   
Significance of Findings 
     Moving from meaning of the findings to their significance, it is necessary to explicate 
why these findings are important, both for this study and the larger field of education.  
These findings provide insight into the specific cultural elements that help students become 
connected and achieve success.  Further, while the positive relationship between school 
culture and youth development has been established in the literature, these findings 
illuminate the processual understanding of school culture’s impact on student success.  
These valuable voices of student perceptions have provided glimpse into this study’s 
essential question of “How does school culture promote positive youth development?”  
Again returning to this study’s organizational scheme of School Culture Dimensions, 
findings in each area lend understanding to this study’s focus on the processes through 
	
 
151	
which school culture impacts development.  Beginning with Safety, feelings of safety 
reportedly allowed students to not only feel security, but also to be able to be themselves, 
which fosters positive development.  Feelings of emotional safety further enabled students 
to be more open, accepting and to form positive relationships, through which they were 
able to learn problem solving and conflict resolution skills.  Emotional safety also enabled 
students to ask Support Staff for personal help when needed.  Reflecting on Maslow’s 
Hierarchy of Needs (Maslow, 1943), the fulfillment of safety and security needs allows 
movement towards higher level developmental needs to reach one’s full potential.  The 
significance of Relationships is paramount as this was the overarching theme emerging 
throughout all parts of the interview process. Relationships seemingly formed a channel, 
which enabled other positive developments and accomplishment to occur.  Here again, 
Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (1943) would suggest that positive relationships move one 
more towards the higher levels of self-actualization, in this case, ultimately reflected 
through personal, social and academic development.  The significance of Teaching and 
Learning methods lies in their capacity to enable academic success, student engagement, 
self-awareness and confidence in one’s own learning abilities.  Further, pedagogical 
approaches were described as helping students be prepared for college and for life. In 
regard to the Institutional Environment, the high levels of connectedness to the school 
culture and community signify a depth of involvement, intensity and commitment.  
Descriptions of this connectedness to the school may explain the strong organizational 
cultural identity held by these students.  These feelings of belongingness are also 
reminiscent of Maslow’s Hierarchy (1943), and may be significant for students’ ability to 
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work towards higher levels of self-fulfillment.   Both individual and institutional 
connectedness to community provide a bridge for understanding the self-described social 
awareness, dedication to social justice and vision of oneself as a leader and change agent.  
Feelings of empowerment within the school culture seemingly transcend into the larger 
community, also providing a sense of one’s role in the world.  Discussion of the School 
Improvement Process was especially significant as the only area where students revealed 
a sense of negativity and concern.  While this further revealed students’ love and 
protectiveness towards their existing culture, it also suggests challenges for institutional 
growth and change.   
     Moving to the findings for developmental impact, the positive changes reported by 
students were most often directly attributed to specific aspects of the school culture.  This 
provides insight into how this intentional school culture, based on the Essential School 
principles, may impact students’ personal, social and academic development.  Gains in 
personal development, such as increased self-confidence, awareness and identity, were 
often attributed to relationships, teaching and learning, and community involvement.  
Gains in social development were ascribed to the school culture’s values, programs, 
activities and staff support and relationships.  Advances in academic development were 
most often directly credited to relationships, teacher support and teaching and learning 
methods.  In summary, the significance of these findings lies in the implications for 
explaining the processes through which the school culture experience influenced positive 
social development.  Deeper elucidation of these processes is provided below with 
literature comparisons and theoretical analysis.   
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Discussion of Findings in Relation to Existing Literature 
     The literature review focused on four areas of research in relation to this project: (1) the 
relationship of school culture to youth outcomes (2) the philosophy and implementation of 
the Essential School Philosophy and (3) theories and conceptual frameworks of 
organizational culture.  In this section, findings will be related to existing literature 
regarding school culture and positive youth outcomes, and Essential School research.  
Discussion of organizational culture theory ensues in the following theoretical analysis 
section.    
The Relationship of School Culture to Youth Outcomes.  There is an abundance of 
research documenting the correlation between positive school culture and successful youth 
outcomes.  Thapa et al.’s comprehensive meta analysis documents numerable studies that 
demonstrate the impact of positive school culture on multiple aspects of student well-being 
(Thapa, Cohen, Higgins-D'Alessandro & Guffey, 2013).  School culture has been 
empirically shown to affect students’ personal, social and academic development, 
including successful outcomes such as higher academic achievement, attendance, positive 
behavior, mental health, social skills, self-esteem and self-efficacy. Furthermore, research 
has demonstrated the impact of positive school culture extends beyond high graduation to 
postsecondary academic and vocational success in early adulthood. (CASEL, 2014; CDC, 
2009; Character Education Partnership, 2015; Cohen et al., 2009; Devine & Cohen, 2007; 
Frelin & Grannas, 2012; Goodenow & Grady, 1993; Gutman & Schoon, 2013; McNeely, 
Nonnemaker & Blum, 2002; National School Climate Center, 2015; Thapa et al., 2013, 
U.S. Department of Education, 2017; Wentzel & Watkins, 1997).     The findings of this 
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research would provide many examples of students attributing multiple areas of positive 
growth to Mill Cities Charter School’s culture.   For example, many students reported 
improved academic performance, self-esteem and social skills.  While the qualitative 
design of this research limits assertion of causality, students directly credited aspects of the 
school culture with these positive changes within themselves. 
     Having established the literature’s strong empirical relationship between positive school 
culture and youth success; it is now necessary to consider operational and conceptual 
definitions of school culture.  What is a positive school culture and how does it compare to 
the culture at Mill Cities Charter School? While many definitions of school climate and 
culture are offered in the literature, a commonly recognized definition accepted by the U.S. 
Department of Education defines school culture or climate as the “quality and character of 
school life” as expressed in “norms, goals, values, interpersonal relationships, teaching and 
learning practices and organizational structures" (National School Climate Center, 2015; 
U.S. Department of Education, 2017). 13   Positive school cultures are characterized by 
“engagement, respect, collaboration involvement, equity, fairness and values that support 
success and feelings social, emotional and physical safety (National School Climate 
Council, 2007, p.4).   The Character Education Partnership (2015) adds other indicators to 
this list including high expectations for learning and achievement, a safe and caring 
environment, shared values and relationship trust, a powerful pedagogy and curriculum, 
high student motivation and engagement, a professional faculty culture, and partnerships 
                                                
 
13 As noted in the introduction, the terms “school culture” and “school climate” are often both used in the 
literature, but this study chose to use school culture as the preferred term for this research. 
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with families and the community”.  As the findings suggest, students mentioned all these 
positive features in their descriptions of school culture and experience.  For example, 
students emphasized the safe environment, nurturing relationships and commitment to 
community involvement.  Thus, the Mill Cities Charter School’s culture exemplifies many 
aspects noted in the literature defining positive school cultures.  While there are differing 
operational definitions of school culture, it is commonly measured in the following five 
dimensions: safety, relationships, teaching and learning, institutional environment and the 
school improvement process (National School Climate Center, 2015; Thapa et al, 2013).   
     Safety.  Safety is described as a necessary condition for students to focus on academic 
achievement (Maslow, 1943; Thapa et al., 2013).  Students overwhelmingly described Mill 
Cities Charter School as an extremely safe and secure environment.  Further, they noted 
the confidence and comfort to feel safe in “being themselves”.  A striking feature of this 
area of discussion was the common report of there being “no fights”, especially in 
comparison to other schools.  These findings would suggest that students perceive their 
school environment to be very safe and feel a sense of security.  The literature further 
suggests that safety is promoted through violence prevention efforts, strong interpersonal 
relationships, interconnectedness, character education, and social/emotional learning 
embedded throughout the curriculum (CASEL, 2014; Character Education Partnership, 
2015, Thapa et. al, 2013).  The findings on safety revealed the presence of all these factors 
and the positive impact on students.   For example, students specifically noted how the 
school’s violence prevention efforts, such as the Facing History curriculum, help to create 
conditions of safety in the school culture.  Students also described how close relationships 
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help to prevent conflict and promote safety.  When safety is emphasized as a school value 
and accompanied by institutional efforts to encourage safety; the result is increased 
academic achievement and positive personal and social development.  (Devine & Cohen, 
2007; Thapa et al., 2013).  While the limitations of this study do not allow statements of 
causation, the findings would indicate that students’ perceptions of a safe environment 
were directly attributed to their success. 
     Relationships.  Relationships are a very significant aspect of school culture and a 
foundational element of other school dimensions.   School cultures where relationships 
characterized by connectedness, caring and positive interaction are associated with positive 
outcomes such as increased student involvement, academic achievement, positive mental 
health, social/emotional learning gains, self-esteem and self-efficacy (CDC, 2009; Cohen 
et al., 2009; Frelin & Grannas; Goodenow & Grady, 1993; McNeely, Nonnemaker & 
Blum, 2002; Thapa et al., 2013, U.S. Department of Education, 2017; Wentzel & Watkins, 
1997).     
     Considering the statement above, every element is exemplified in this study’s findings. 
Students described caring and connected relationships, which were directly attributed to 
personal, social and academic advances over their high school years.  For example, students 
discussed close relationships with teachers as promoting their academic development.  
Self-esteem was often ascribed to adults supporting and believing in them.  Peer 
relationships promoted a sense of belonging and increased involvement with the school 
community.   As thematically emphasized throughout this paper, the founders intentionally 
created a school culture where relationships are fundamental to the overarching and 
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encircling Culture of Caring (Noddings, 1984).  This emphasis in design was prominent in 
students’ depiction of caring relationships as central to their positive experience and 
development.  The comparison of relationships to “family” and analogies of “parents” and 
“siblings” capture the essence of caring between students and adults.    
     Teaching and Learning.  The dimension of Teaching and Learning refers to 
pedagogical values and methods that actualize into particular teaching practices and 
approaches.  Ideal pedagogical practices for the teaching and learning dimension of school 
culture are those models and methods which encourage “cooperative learning, group 
cohesion, respect and mutual trust” (Thapa et al., 2013).    For the Mill Cities Charter 
School, these models and methods are based on Essential School Principles, such as 
“learning to use one’s mind well”; “depth over coverage”, “goals apply to all students”, 
“personalization” and “student as worker, teacher as coach” (Coalition of Essential 
Schools, 2017). These principles are materialized through high academic expectations, 
personalized learning, innovative teaching methods, service learning, civic engagement, 
community involvement, social and emotional learning, college preparedness and 
alternative methods of evaluation.  The findings indicated positive student response and 
engagement in all aspects of teaching and learning.  Students frequently noted favorable 
reactions to these teaching approaches, positive learning experiences and a sense of 
engagement with the learning process.  For examples, students described engaging teaching 
styles, individualized attention, teacher/student relationships and community involvement 
as positive elements enhancing their learning experience and academic performance.  
Further, students ultimately accredit Mill Cities Charter School’s pedagogical approaches 
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with their academic success, readiness for college and preparedness for the future in 
general.   
     Institutional Environment.  The Institutional Environment dimension of school culture 
includes both the physical environment and “school connectedness/engagement” (CDC, 
2009; National School Climate Center, 2015; Thapa et. al, 2013). While this study focused 
less on physical environment and more on connectedness; there are some interesting 
connections to physical environment that incidentally emerged in the findings.   The 
literature regarding physical environment includes attention to the impact of school size on 
student experiences of other school culture dimensions.  Research suggests that smaller 
schools are associated with an increased sense of safety, security and connectedness, which 
in turn, positively affects student achievement (Cohen et al., 2009; Uline & Tschannen-
Moran, 2008; Schneider, 2002; Thapa et al., 2013).  These research conclusions are 
supported by this project’s findings as students thematically emphasized the advantages of 
a small community in relation to Safety, Relationships, Teaching and Learning and 
Institutional Environment.  Further, in discussing the School Improvement Process (the 
expansion) students expressed negative feelings about the school becoming larger.  For 
example, students cited small numbers as contributing to safety because teachers can be 
aware of problems and bonds between students help everyone get along.  They also noted 
that close relationships are enabled by a small intimate community where everyone knows 
each other well.   A small population was also viewed as enhancing Teaching and Learning.  
Smaller classes and advisories were viewed as fostering success.  Students also felt that 
smaller numbers increased personalized learning and attention from teachers.  
	
 
159	
Connectedness, the other aspect in the Institutional Environment dimension, was also 
associated with the smaller student population.   Conversely, as discussed further below, 
student concerns about the the potential negative impacts of the growing population agreed 
with research conclusions regarding the negative impact of larger environments on student 
achievement, positive behavior and academic success (Cohen et al., 2009; Thapa et al., 
2013, Schneider, 2008).  In summary, while the analysis of physical environment was not 
a focus of the Institutional Environment dimension, the findings did support existing 
empirical conclusions about the positive impact of small school cultures on student success. 
     This study’s focus on elements of connectedness in the School Environment dimension 
revealed a school culture characterized by considerable connectedness and meaningful 
engagement.  This included both individual connectedness within the school culture and 
institutional connectedness to the larger community.  On the individual level, students 
reported strong feelings of belonging, empowerment and the perception of a continuing 
connection that will last long after graduation.  Students also reported feeling very engaged 
in the community, with a sense of commitment towards continued community involvement 
and improvement.  This community engagement was directly attributed to student 
experiences with community involvement through service learning and Community 
Improvement Project classes. In the literature, high levels of “student 
connectedness/engagement” are associated with positive personal, social and academic 
gains, and even improved physical/mental health (Bond et al., 2007; CDC, 2009; Cohen, 
2009; Thapa et al., 2013.   This study’s findings would seem to agree with the research in 
that students directly attributed positive feelings of connectedness to elements of the school 
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culture.  Students accredited experiences in community engagement with not only their 
increased community commitment, but also specific gains in personal, social and academic 
realms.  For example, students linked community involvement with increased self-esteem, 
social and public speaking skills.   
     School Improvement Process.  While the literature in this area focuses on multifaceted 
areas of effort to improve the other school culture dimensions (safety, relationships, 
teaching and learning, institutional environment), the interview process focused on student 
reactions to the school’s expansion, which is the most significant and all encompassing 
improvement project.  The expansion was also the component of school improvement that 
these students would be most familiar with.  Other aspects of school improvement may be 
more known by administrators that students.  While the literature focuses on school 
improvement as a positive process that enhances the school culture’s ability to promote 
student success; the findings regarding students’ perceptions of the expansion were 
exceedingly negative.  While the research concludes that improvement efforts within each 
school culture dimensions is associated with positive gains in academic achievement and 
social, emotional, behavioral development (Aladjem & Borman, 2006; Cohen et al., 2009; 
Cross, 2004; Ikpeze, 2013; Thapa et al., 2013); students’ perceptions of the expansion were 
almost exactly the opposite.   Although these seniors were only experiencing the first phase 
of the expansion, they were exceedingly concerned with fears of the school culture 
changing, subsequently expressing extreme protectiveness towards maintaining the 
existing culture.   Specific concerns centered around the impact of larger numbers, not 
knowing each other as well and new students not acculturating.  A few of the concerned 
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students sustained a sense of optimism for the culture to stay the same; but remained 
somewhat apprehensive and uncertain of the future.    Interspersed with these mostly 
negative reactions were a very small number of positive responses, highlighting the value 
of providing opportunities for more students to attend Mill Cities Charter School.       
     Accompanying these feelings of negativity was a view of negative impact for students 
personally, which again, was contradictory to the research findings on the generally 
positive impacts of school improvement efforts on student success.  Students felt that the 
expansion would have a negative impact on Safety, Relationships, Teaching and Learning, 
and Institutional  Environment.  The expansion was associated with specific negative 
outcomes such changes in behavior, social interaction and positive academic experiences.  
It is important to note that these concerns of impact on student development were not 
necessarily for themselves individually, as they were graduating.  However, these concerns 
of negative personal, social and academic outcomes were more collective for future 
students as whole.  For example, a number of students commented on observing behavior 
that was against the cultural norms, which they feared was increasing through peer 
imitation and influence.   There were perceptions that social interactions were becoming 
less positive due to larger numbers and new students not acculturating.  Academic concerns 
included the negative impact of potentially larger classes, less teacher and advisor 
attention, and changes to the portfolio process.  While it is important to note that the 
administration has planned for every cultural contingency and impact, student perceptions 
are very different.  Differing perceptions between administrators and students highlight the 
importance of this study’s focus on student voices and viewpoints.  In summary, student 
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perceptions of school improvement benefits and impacts were in disagreement with the 
literature on the School Improvement Process.  This divergence is explored further in the 
later discussion of theoretical analysis. 
     Essential School Literature.  The final area of literature comparison involves existing 
research on the Essential School Philosophy.  The Essential School Philosophy’s core 
principles address the commonly accepted dimensions of school culture that were used in 
this analysis.  However, as noted in the literature review, while there is some promising 
descriptive research on Essential Schools; there is a lack of extensive empirical research 
regarding causal effectiveness and outcomes (Borman et al., 2002).  The existing studies 
suggest that Essential Schools may promote increased academic achievement, improved 
attendance, decreased behavioral problems, decreased dropout rates and increased college 
attendance (Center for Collaborative Education, 2006; Cushman, 1991; Coalition of 
Essential Schools, 2015; Datnow et al., 2003; EdVisions, 2005; Muncey and McQuillan, 
1993; New York Performance Standards Consortium, 2005; Stringfield et al., 1997).  
Comparing existing research to this study’s findings, students directly attributed academic 
achievement, college attendance and improved collective community behavior to specific 
features of Mill Cities Charter School culture.  This was overwhelmingly evident in their 
attribution of academic success to the school’s cultural elements that directly related to 
Essential School Principles, including personalized learning (personalization), alternative 
methods of evaluation (demonstration over mastery) and support for the college process 
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(goals apply to all students).14  Given the aforementioned need for more research, it is 
hoped that this study contributes to the literature base on the effectiveness of the Essential 
School Philosophy. 
Findings in Relation to Organizational Culture Theories and Conceptual Framework 
     This section analyzes research findings through the theories and conceptual frameworks 
presented in the introduction.  First, Hatch’s (1993) Cultural Dynamics Model is applied 
to understand the processes through which school culture impacted student experience and 
development.  Then, Maxwell’s (2013) Critical Realism is applied to understanding how 
subjective student perceptions coalesce with objective organizational reality. 
Findings Analysis Through Hatch’s Cultural Dynamics Model 
     Hatch’s (1993) Cultural Dynamics Model, which was presented in the literature review, 
provides a model of organizational culture that is fitting for analyzing this study’s findings.  
Hatch’s conceptualization is based on a revision of Schein’s (1983) Model, which 
originally proposed a static, structural and linear model of organizational culture.  Hatch 
modifies Schein’s model by considering culture not just as a linear structure, but as a 
dynamic entity constantly in motion and characterized by the dialectic of change and 
stability.  The Cultural Dynamics Model envisions organizational culture as a dynamic 
interactive process of Manifestation, Realization, Interpretation and Symbolization 
Processes (Hatch, 1993).  Essentially, organizational culture is constantly created and 
recreated through a circular process of members’ perceptions and actions.  Reminiscent of 
                                                
 
14 Italicized terms in parentheses Essential School Principles associated with this cultural element. 
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Weber’s (1921/1968) verstehen, this symbolic-interpretive framework proposes an 
interactive relationship between values and experiences.  According to Hatch (1993), 
Manifestation is the process through which a culture’s foundational beliefs are translated 
into cultural values.  Realization is the process through which values become artifacts, or 
tangible representations of cultural reality.  Symbolization is how cultural members create 
meaning through language and action that represent the culture’s values.  Interpretation 
involves further reiterations of reflection on the meanings created during the symbolization 
process. Resonant with Berger and Luckman’s (1966) social constructivism, an interpretive 
cycle involves a hermeneutical circle in which constructed meanings may be reconstructed, 
deconstructed or remain the same.  There is a reciprocal process in which subjective 
meaning impacts objective reality and vice versa. Remembering the circular dynamic and 
the dialectic of stability and change, Hatch asserts that these cultural processes continually 
occur and recur in all directions during periods of both stability and change.  Another 
significant contribution of Hatch’s model is his view of individual and organizational 
cultural identity as constructed and reconstructed through the cultural dynamics process 
just described.  Hatch (1993) views this cultural identity development as an intertwined 
cognitive and social process - social experiences influence individual perceptions, which 
in turn influence the social processes of the culture.  Culture is reified through both 
subjective and objective, individual and social interactive processes. 
     Hatch’s (1993) Cultural Dynamics Model enables a processual analysis of 
organizational culture. Thus, this model is fitting for this study’s focus on discovering the 
processes through which school culture impacts positive youth development.  Further, 
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Hatch’s (1993) model utilizes a symbolic-interpretivist and social constructionist 
perspective, which further fits well with this study’s methodological approach of 
Maxwell’s (2013) Critical Realism. Just as Maxwell’s (2013) Critical Realism 
accommodated an objective reality mediated by subjective perception, Hatch’s model 
offers an objectification of culture influenced by individuals’ subjectification of 
experience.  While Hatch’s model is very fitting for this analysis, for reasons of relevance 
and concision, only selected parts of his theory will be applied in this discussion.  Since 
some aspects of Hatch’s conceptualization are more applicable for administrative and 
managerial functions, this discussion focuses on applying aspects that explain the link 
between student perceptions, experiences and developmental impacts.   
     Considering the question of how school culture impacts development requires listening 
carefully to student voices as they describe how each cultural element was experienced.   
Considering the Safety Dimension, manifestation involves how the school’s foundational 
beliefs in students’ needs for security transforms into cultural values surrounding safety. 
While students may not be aware of the school’s foundational beliefs, which are based on 
the Essential School Principles, the value of safety was clearly manifested in these 
students’ perceptions of the school environment.  Realization had also occurred in that 
students recognized and described an extremely safe environment, including the tangible 
perceptive reality of not having witnessed any fights. Symbolization is evident in the 
positive meanings that students attributed to the feeling of safety and its beneficial impact 
on their well-being.  Finally, interpretation involved expressed reflections on the meaning 
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of this safety, creating and recreating the reciprocal perceptual relationship between 
individual feelings of safety and the school as a “safe” place. 
     In regard to the Relationship dimension of school culture, manifestation occurs when 
the school’s primary beliefs regarding the nature of relationships converts to cultural values 
about relationships.  In the case of Mill Cities Charter School, primary beliefs would 
include personalized relationships (Coalition of Essential Schools, 2017) embedded with a 
“Culture of Caring” (Noddings, 1984).   While students may not be aware of these core 
beliefs upon which the school was established, the value of relationships was the most 
dominant theme of student perceptions of school culture. Realization processes were 
evident through students’ descriptive experience of relationships, which included the 
intertwining of both Hatch’s cognitive and social components.  The process of 
Symbolization occurred as students attributed meaning to the power and significance of 
these relationships in their lives. Finally, interpretation processes included positive 
reinforcing reflections that contributed to strengthening this cultural value on both the 
individual and institutional levels of cultural identity.  On the individual level, 
interpretation flows through a hermeneutical circle that recurrently upholds the student’s 
positive perception of the impact of relationships on their lives. 
     The Teaching and Learning Dimension of Mill Cities Charter School’s culture reveals 
a similar dynamic process within Hatch’s Model. The school’s founding beliefs regarding 
pedagogical approaches are found in Essential School principles, especially “learning to 
use one’s mind well”; “depth over coverage”, “goals apply to all students”, 
“personalization” and “student as worker, teacher as coach” (Coalition of Essential 
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Schools, 2017).  Manifestation occurs as these primary beliefs are actualized as cultural 
values that shape the design of the school’s academic programs.  While students are likely 
not cognizant of the origins, the recognition of these values was reflected in their awareness 
of unique teaching and learning approaches.   Realization is demonstrated by student 
descriptions of their own learning experiences in relation to these teaching methods.  
Pedagogical approaches, reflected in Mill Cities Charter School’s values around teaching 
and learning, are tangibly experienced by students in the classroom.  Symbolization 
happens as students develop positive views of these teaching approaches and establish 
meaning associated with these perceptions.  Interpretation occurs as they reflect on this 
meaning and establish a cognitive link between the teaching approaches, their learning 
experiences and individual academic success.  As cultural members link their perceptions 
and learning experiences, they again enter an internal hermeneutical circle that ultimately 
sustains this positive link between teaching methods and success in learning.   Interestingly, 
Hatch describes Schein’s assertion that “a founder’s beliefs and values are taught to new 
members and if validated by success, undergo cognitive transformation into assumptions” 
(1993, p. 659).  On the organizational level, the school’s objective measures of success (i.e. 
graduation rates, college acceptances, test scores) have likely furthered and reinforced the 
translation of beliefs into values.  
     The Institutional Environment Dimension of school culture shows an analogous process 
of progression through Hatch’s model.  Mill Cities Charter School’s founders absolutely 
envisioned a school culture where members, both staff and students, would feel a strong 
sense of connectedness to the school and to the larger community.  Further, the school’s 
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mission was centralized around community involvement and partnerships on the 
institutional level.  These established beliefs are manifested into cultural values through the 
school’s stated emphasis on these values, and their influence on curricular programs and 
activities.  While the students interviewed may not have an awareness of the founders’ 
vision for connectedness to school and community, student descriptions included thematic 
references to these values and norms.  For example, students analogized the school culture 
as “family” and “community”, as well as expressing an awareness of the school's 
community involvement.  Realization occurs as students have concrete experiences of 
connectedness within the school setting and engagement with the surrounding community, 
especially through Community Improvement Project classes.  In this case, students’ 
tangible experiences of connectedness including many themes expressed in the other 
school culture dimensions (Safety, Relationships, Teaching and Learning).  The 
symbolization processes around connectedness occur as students attach positive meaning 
to these experiences, which they expressed as feelings of belongingness within the school 
and involvement with the community.  Interpretation ensues as students reaffirm this 
meaning for themselves, reflect on its significance for the school culture and link feelings 
of connectedness to their own success.  This internal reflection proceeds through an 
iterative process, forming another hermeneutical circle that intertwines perceptions and 
experiences of connectedness, to continually reaffirm positive cultural meaning.  
     While the exploration of all previous school dimensions yielded almost universally 
positive student perceptions, the School Improvement Process findings generated negative 
perceptions focused on fears of the school culture changing.  Hatch’s model provides a 
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very intriguing lens for understanding these findings. One particular advantage of Hatch’s 
model is its circular temporality allows consideration of cultural history and institutional 
memory.  While Schein’s linear model provides only a stationary analysis of culture, 
Hatch’s revision enables simultaneous incorporation of past, present and future into the 
analysis.  This is valuable for explaining the students’ negative perceptions regarding the 
expansion in comparative terms of what the culture was, how it is changing the ideal of 
“what should be” (Hatch, 1993).  The Cultural Dynamics Model provides a unique vantage 
point that views “culture as constituted by local process involving both change and 
stability” (p.660).  Further, he notes how “the unending circularity of the Cultural 
Dynamics Model” allows us “to consider the cultural history of the situation” (p.682).  In 
this case, the processual dynamics are focused on the experience of “change” as contrasted 
with “stability”.   The findings would imply that the cultural history impacts students’ 
views of “how things ought to be as distinct from what is” (p.663).  Applying his processual 
dynamics may reveal how these negative perceptions developed and impacted student 
experiences.  Manifestation again involves the translation of founding beliefs into cultural 
values.  In this case, since plans for the expansion were not present when the school was 
established, these beliefs were not part of the founding vision.  As the administration is 
introducing new beliefs about the expansion, they expect that assumptions will translate 
into new values.  However, most students did not recognize and further, rejected these new 
values.  Hatch (1993, p.664) explains cultural members’ reactions to the introduction of 
new values as follows: 
In the cultural dynamics perspective, once a value emerges from basic assumptions, 
it has a retroactive effect of reaffirming and buttressing the assumptions from which 
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it emerged.15  Of course, if a value enters the cultural domain by another means 
(e.g. importation from another culture), culture can absorb the new value via the 
same retroactive manifestation processes that would ordinarily reaffirm the 
culture’s preexisting assumptions.   Because assumptions are not phenomena about 
which the members are normally conscious, organization members will find it 
difficult if not impossible to distinguish culturally based values from other values 
once the values have been recognized as (or mistaken for) values of the culture.  
The incorporation of new values will proceed as if they were being reaffirmed, but, 
instead, the presence of the new values among the old values will serve to realign 
the basic assumptions.  However, if old values are not retroactively taken to be part 
of the culture, the manifestation process will ignore them.  
 
Thus, according to Hatch, if particular cultural members (students) do not recognize the 
new values as part of the culture, then manifestation does not occur for them.  While 
manifestation, realization, symbolization and interpretation is harmoniously proceeding as 
usual from administrative perceptions; this is not the case for the students.  While Hatch’s 
model would suggest that this initial challenge to the new values may give way to new 
perceptions “that allow for its acceptance” (p.668); it does not seem that this is taking place 
within the time that this research was conducted.  In that temporal moment, students were 
staying within the “proactive manifestation” of “how it should be”.  While all other cultural 
dimensions were experienced as “retroactive manifestation” in which members experience 
an “all’s right with the world confirmation of their culture”; all aspects of the expansion 
were contrasted through the lens of past cultural history and “how it should be”.  Then, 
graduating students experienced (Realization), gave meaning (Symbolization) and 
                                                
 
15 As described above, this was the case with all other school culture dimensions (Safety, Relationships, 
Teaching and Learning, Institutional Environment).  This did not happen with the School Improvement 
Process, which constitutes an atypical finding to be explored.  Thus, the processual analysis of this 
dimension is lengthier and includes other aspects of Hatch’s model. 
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construed (Interpretation) new student behaviors as “non socialized individuals producing 
random variation or innovation” (Hatch, 1993, pp. 664-665).  Future analysis would allow 
reconsideration of whether student perceptions have experienced the change over time that 
Hatch suggests might occur.  For this to happen, students would have to develop changes 
in perception through their experiences, which would in turn, create eventual new 
interpretations through the cultural dynamics’ processes and the hermeneutical circle of 
cognition and experience.  However, if there is continuing challenge and non-acceptance 
of expansion values, then it is likely that existing positive perceptions of the the other 
school culture dimensions may change as well. 
     Having applied Hatch’s model to the first research question regarding student 
perceptions of the school culture, it will now be applied to student views of the school 
culture’s impact on their development.  Returning to this study’s focus on explaining 
“how” an intentional school culture can promote positive youth development; we need to 
find a transformative element or bridge between the students’ positive 
descriptions/experience of the school culture (Question #1) and their attributions of 
positive impacts on their own personal, social and academic growth over four years 
(Question #2).  What is the process through which this occurred?  While students’ own 
attributions are powerful referents, especially in this study’s methodological focus on 
students’ voices; theoretical analysis can elucidate the mechanisms and processes through 
which these attributions between cultural experience and positive impact developed.  
Having established that students directly accredited various elements of school culture with 
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their positive personal, social and developmental gains; Hatch’s conceptualization of 
cultural identity development can explain how these transformations occurred.   
     Hatch viewed the development of individual cultural identity a continual, reiterative 
process of interpretation between cultural members and cultural activity. They 
simultaneously experience and create culture.  As Hatch explains: “Organization members 
are symbol manipulators, creating as well as discovering meaning as they explore and 
produce a socially constructed reality to express their self-images and to contextualize their 
activity and identity.”  (1993, p. 681). These processes occur both within individuals and 
collectively for the group (p.682); individual perceptions and social experiences interact to 
create individual and institutional identity.  Hatch proposes that through “culture”, an 
individual “constructs the sense of individual and organization identity and creates images 
that are taken for the self and organization (p.682).  These processes can occur 
simultaneously or consecutively, but always in a circular dynamic wherein individual and 
cultural identity are continually and reciprocally forming and reforming.  Hatch concludes 
that culture “is constituted by continuous cycles of action and meaning-making shadowed 
by cycles of image and identity formation” (p.686). 
     Applying this to Mill Cities Charter School students’ perceptions, experiences and 
developmental impacts; their cultural experiences impacted development, at least partially, 
through the cultural identity formation process.  One indication of this process was 
students’ tendency to merge the description and experience of school culture.  While these 
questions were originally separate, students merged description and experience during the 
first interview question.  As Hatch (1993) asserts, “individuals cannot be conceptualized 
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apart from their cultures and that cognition cannot be separated from social processes” 
(p.683).  Yet, how does this merging of perception and experience translate into positive 
developmental impacts?  From a strictly practical point of view, students directly attributed 
each aspect of cultural experience to personal, social and developmental gains.  This was 
evidenced in the findings regarding Safety, Relationships, Teaching and Learning, and 
School Improvement Process 16  While student attributions included specific descriptions 
of how cultural elements impacted development, further theoretical analysis provides 
another view of this process.  As illustrated in Figure 1, the development of cultural identity 
may be a mediating factor through which experiences are viewed as impacting 
development.  As students find meaning in their experiences of school culture, they 
“produce a socially constructed reality to express their self-images and to contextualize 
their activity and identity” (Hatch, p.682).  Through this lens, the development of 
individual cultural identity created new self-images through which their developmental 
progress was interpreted.  Returning to the findings, student perceptions of developmental 
gains were frequently accompanied by descriptions of more positive self-images (i.e. 
developing a view of oneself as someone who can graduate and go to college).  Further, 
they also attributed this view of themselves as a norm of how the school culture views 
students (i.e. everyone can go to college).  The school culture itself actualizes this norm 
through language symbolization, such as the phrase “At Mill Cities Charter School, it’s not 
if you’re going to college but where”.  Linguistic meanings are contextual, but significant 
                                                
 
16 As previously explained, the School Improvement Process yielded different results that were not related 
to developmental impacts. 
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when analyzed within the environmental perspective within which they occur 
(Wittgenstein, 1953).  While space limitations do not permit further elaboration of 
examples, the findings provide many similar examples of students’ transformed self-
perceptions, cultural norms and tangible artifacts (language symbolization or practices).  
While this study is not focused on cause and effect, Hatch’s model lends a processual 
understanding of the possible mechanisms that link cultural experiences and developmental 
impacts.  
 
Figure 1.  Cultural Identity Development as Mediating Factor between Positive School 
Culture Experience and Positive Youth Outcomes  
 
 
 
       While this discussion has focused on explaining individual student perceptions 
through Hatch's four key processes of cultural dynamics, it is helpful to briefly consider 
how these subjective perceptions reciprocally impact the organizational culture's objective 
reality.  Acknowledging that culture is continually constructed and reconstructed through 
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this interaction of member's interpretations and cultural substantiality; its tangible essence 
can be captured at juncture points in this process.  Collective interpretations, revealed in 
unified student perceptions, reinforce the institution's cultural identity.  As such, the 
aggregate positive reflections on experience and developmental impacts may have a 
cumulative effect on the organization's cultural essence.  Thus, positive interpretations of 
Safety, Relationships, Teaching/Learning and Institutional Environment reinforce the 
organization's vision of itself as a safe, nurturing environment characterized by effective 
pedagogical approaches and a strong sense of belonging.  Conversely, negative perceptions 
of the School Improvement Process (the expansion) may challenge this vision.  As Hatch 
intends, this model accommodates the dialectics of stability and change within the 
organization. 
Findings Analysis Through Maxwell’s Critical Realism 
     Maxwell’s (2013) Critical Realism was the central methodological perspective applied 
in this research.  Combining ontological realism and epistemological constructivism, 
critical realism proposes the existence of an objective tangible reality that is mediated by 
our individual perceptions and experiences in the social world.  This allowed for this 
study’s focus on subjective student perceptions for understanding objective cultural reality.  
The dynamic dialectic between participant perceptions and school culture itself takes place 
within a hermeneutical circle of interacting perceptions and experiences.   
      This methodological lens further fit well with my conceptual framework using Hatch’s 
(1993) Cultural Dynamics, which asserted the circularity of cultural structure and dynamics 
as mediated by participant perceptions and experiences.  While more extensive description 
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of the methodological implications of Critical Realism were elaborated in Chapter 3, this 
discussion focuses on how Critical Realism may help explain findings, especially through 
a processual lens.  Beyond the more self-evident methodological intersections between this 
study and the Critical Realist perspective, Maxwell’s (2013) theory illuminates many 
unexplained features of this study’s findings, especially the universally positive 
perceptions of students and potential interference from the researcher’s embeddedness in 
the school culture.   
   Students’ overwhelmingly positive perceptions of their experiences and impacts was an 
unanticipated result in the research process.  While generally positive views were expected, 
the extent, breadth and depth of these perceptions was unforeseen.  Similarly, the 
magnitude of negative responses surrounding the expansion was unexpected as well.  
Maxwell’s (2013) Critical Realism may help to explain both the overwhelmingly uniform 
positive and negative results in these areas.  Critical Realism proposes an existing objective 
reality mediated by subjective interpretation, which is influenced by past and present 
experience, as well as individual variables.  In this case, students’ past positive experiences 
of the school culture have created positive perceptions, which are reinforced in the present 
through the hermeneutical circle.  However, when confronted with the experience of 
change through the expansion, past positive perceptions become viewed as the objective 
reality by the observer.  Further social construction takes place, through the hermeneutical 
circle, as present and past comparisons create and recreate the affirmation of a particular 
cultural reality that exists at a particular point in time.  This pattern is exemplified in student 
descriptions of Mill Cities Charter School Way, which exhibited the students’ ideal form 
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of the cultural reality.  When confronted with typical organizational adjustments to change, 
students respond with an interpretive lens that constructs the current reality as not meeting 
the ideal form of Mill Cities Charter School Way.  The perceived non-conformity of new 
students is interpreted as a threat to the ideal form and thus, further reinforces the 
preference for the ideal past perception.  The development of this quintessential and 
idealized archetype may be further fortified by the fact that they are graduating, with a 
sentimentality that can further idealize retrospective reflection.  While students’ positive 
perceptions of school culture and negative reactions to expansion are absolutely respected 
and validated by this researcher, Critical Realism can offer an interesting lens through 
which to interpret these findings. 
      Critical Realism may also help explain the potential impact of researcher subjectivity 
and entrenchment in the school culture.  Having been employed at the school since its 
founding, this researcher has a biased and positive view of the school culture as well.  As 
discussed in the limitations section, this researcher’s own positive and idealized visions of 
the school culture, could have likely created my own hermeneutical circle in which student 
perceptions were reified and reflected back in a way that influenced their responses.  
Critical realism would explain this process through the same interactive dynamics between 
subjectification and objectification that were utilized in the examples of students’ 
perceptions. The researcher has an existing subjective view of the school culture, which 
she takes into the design and data collection process.  When students report positive 
perceptions, the researcher’s subjective view is reaffirmed to socially co-construct an ideal 
objective reality, which is taken for granted as valid.  While the researcher does not perhaps 
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share the expansion concerns in the same way as students, this would be due to my status 
as a staff member who perhaps understands the administrative plan better than the student 
interviewees.  Maxwell’s (2013) Critical Realism not only helped the researcher be aware 
of this process in methodological design and data collection, but also helped to identify and 
understand places in data analysis where researcher bias may have impacted.  While the 
Mill Cities Charter School’s external measures of success would definitely help to validate 
aspects of an ideal objective reality, it is essential to consider how both researcher and 
participant subjectivity could influence the process and results.  Maxwell’s Critical 
Realism provides a perfect conceptual and theoretical lens for this understanding.   
Alternative Explanations for Findings 
     Having applied Hatch’s Cultural Dynamics Model and Maxwell’s Critical Realism, 
interesting insights were examined as alternative explanations for findings.  That analysis 
revealed different possible rationales for understanding the results.  Beyond the 
hermeneutical process of Cultural Dynamics and Critical Realism, a few other essential 
points must be considered, including my role as a social worker at the school and the timing 
of the research process.    
Researcher’s Social Worker Role at the School.  Since the researcher is employed as a 
social worker at the school, there are additional impacts beyond just the researcher bias 
discussed in the previous section.  Although I had no clinical or therapeutic relationships 
with these seniors, their knowledge of my role may have impacted what they revealed.  
First, they may have felt the need to present positive viewpoints.  Secondly, individual 
perceptions of my role and obligations as “social worker” may have prevented them from 
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revealing information (i.e. telling me about a negative experience).   Further, as an 
inexperienced researcher, I may have unknowingly used leading responses or incorrectly 
interpreted information.  While self-awareness was utilized to guard against these issues at 
all points in the research process, it is possible that the results were impacted by these 
issues.  If I were to do this research over again, I would have explored their understanding 
of my role, including if they felt it might impact their responses.  Further, I would carefully 
self-monitor interviewing style to ensure I was initiating, listening and responding as a 
researcher rather than as a clinician.   
Timing of the Research Process.  The timing of this research also has implications for 
alternative explanation of findings. As mentioned in the discussion of Critical Realism 
earlier in this chapter, the timeframe of the data collection process may have impacted the 
results.  First, research was conducted during the first year of the expansion, which was a 
significant period of transition and change for both the school and its students.  Further, 
the students interviewed were senior class members who had been there for the most time 
before the changes associated with the expansion.  Secondly, these seniors were were 
interviewed during the last six weeks before their graduation, which may have impacted 
both engagement in interview process and perceptions of the school culture.   For example, 
they may have been focused on the stress of completing last minute work when 
interviewed, resulting in lack of focus on the interview.  Being interviewed near graduation 
may also have increased feelings of sentimentality or idealization.  However, the research 
timing also has positive benefits as this class was experiencing the first year of the 
expansion at its most critical transition points, which revealed many interesting student 
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perceptions of these changes in the school culture.  Also, interviewing students at the end 
of senior year provides the most retrospective view of their high school experience.   
Contributions of this Research to the Literature 
     The conclusions of this research provide significant contributions to the professional 
literature on school culture’s positive impact on youth development.   This project’s 
findings add to the existing research on not only the standard school culture dimensions 
(Safety, Relationships, Teaching and Learning, Institutional Environment and School 
Improvement Process); but also the processual understanding of “how” school culture 
impacts positive youth development.   
     Unique Contributions to School Culture Dimensions Literature.  The findings of 
this research not only support the current empirical literature on positive school culture, 
but also augment that literature through specific descriptive and interpretive 
understandings of the standard school culture dimensions.  This project’s results include s 
unique and representative expressions and manifestations of Safety, Relationships, 
Teaching and Learning, Institutional Environment and School Improvement Process.   
    Since overwhelmingly positive perceptions of Safety were directly attributed the 
school’s micro and macro level intervention efforts; this would suggest that previously 
identified programs and practices that promote safety.  Of particular significance is the 
Facing History program, which merges the understanding of past historical oppression to 
not only present external social issues, but also to current cultural conditions within the 
school setting. 
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     Given that Relationships thematically emerged as a causal factor in all aspects of both 
positive school culture and impacts; there is something specifically unique about the nature 
of relationships in this school.  The Essential School Philosophy’s “Personalization” 
principle is successfully actualized through distinctive mechanisms and means at the Mill 
Cities Charter School, which results in very unique relationships differentiated from other 
schools.  Calling teachers by their first names builds a foundation for deep connections that 
eventually enables the perception of adults having multiple roles in a student’s life 
including teacher, mentor, advisor, parent figure and even friend.  Embedded within a 
culture of caring, these relationships were demonstrated to go beyond typical 
teacher/student boundaries, resulting not only in direct impacts on student success, but also 
in continuing connections well beyond graduation.   Thus, relationships are characterized 
not only by typical and normative qualities such as respect, trust and equality; but also go 
well beyond these essential attributes!  The unique relationship qualities that most impacted 
students included a specific type of individualization and responsiveness, intertwined with 
a commitment to each student extending beyond traditional boundaries.  Further, these 
relationships create a strong feeling and experience of “knowing and being known”, which 
is internalized and endures well beyond graduation.  This temporal and spatial endurance 
of relationships beyond the walls of the institution creates a continuity of cultural 
experience for students that extends into adulthood.  Specific relationship qualities created 
dynamic impacts that became a mechanism for all other positive cultural impacts.   
     In regard to Teaching and Learning, findings would indicate that student success is 
directly related to this school’s implementation of specific Essential School Principles, 
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including personalized learning, critical thinking, focus on mastery of skills and alternative 
evaluation methods.  Understanding of the Institutional Environment dimension is 
enhanced by this study’s revelations regarding the significance of both internal 
connectedness to the school culture and external commitment to the surrounding 
community.  The powerful conjoined dynamism of individual and institutional community 
engagement was a compelling influence on student success.   
     Analysis of the School Improvement Process demonstrated just how difficult change 
and transition can be in an already successful school culture, even resulting in resistance 
and opposition towards new students, which is contrary to the school’s existing cultural 
norms of welcoming and acceptance.   While students’ overwhelmingly affirmative views 
indicated an intensely positive internalization, ownership and identification with school 
culture; this may also constrict openness to cultural changes and thus, constrain 
organizational growth and development.  This suggests that existing positive school 
cultures must consider carefully how to implement major organizational changes, such as 
expansion.  In summary, this study’s findings have offered many contributions to the 
understanding of standard school culture dimensions, particularly in the value of student 
perceptions and experiences of these dimensions.   
     Contributions to Understanding “How” School Culture Impacts Development.  
Beyond this study’s contributions to the existing research on standard school culture 
dimensions, the conceptual framework offers significant theoretical insight regarding how 
school culture impacts positive development.  The application of Hatch’s theory offered an 
advantageous processual understanding of the mechanisms that mediate school culture 
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experience and positive youth development.  Hatch’s dynamic model of organizational 
culture includes consideration of multiple interactive processes both within external 
organizational structure and internal individual experience.  Through this interactive 
mediation of objective cultural reality and subjective perceptive experience, Hatch’s model 
captures all elements of the interface between students and their school culture.  Culture is 
analyzed not only as an objective reification, but a real interactive dynamic that 
reciprocally impacts students and the school.  While current empirical research has 
demonstrated the influential impact of external school culture on student outcomes, 
Hatch’s model reveals that student perceptions potentially influence both individual 
outcomes and institutional culture.  Student perceptions and experiences not only impact 
their own development, but also construct and reconstruct the institution’s cultural identity, 
which in turn, impacts student development within that culture.  This bi-directional 
relationship suggests empirical research expand beyond consideration of how school 
culture impacts students to include the reciprocal impact of students on the school culture.  
Further, Hatch’s encompassing of change and stability, allows for dynamic interpretation 
of cultural processes beyond the limits of space and time.  Temporal reflexivity intercepts 
with spatial flexibility to allow an understanding of cultural processes that reaches beyond 
the boundaries of static structural analysis at a specific point in time.  In summary, Hatch’s 
model has the potential to open many new theoretical dimensions in the analysis of school 
culture and its impact on student development; including longitudinal analysis of cultural 
changes, simultaneous latitudinal analysis of multiple cultural elements and interactive 
analysis between student perceptions and cultural identity.  Ultimately, the dynamism of 
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Hatch’s model allows for new directions in school cultural analysis, especially further 
specification of the processual question regarding “how” school culture impacts youth 
development.    
    In addition to the significance discovery of individual cultural internalization as a key 
mediating factor between positive school culture and developmental growth; this research 
also suggests that the elements of positive school culture are most effective when 
embedded within a larger culture of caring, characterized by responsive relationships and 
committed connectedness.  In this sense, positive school culture is most efficacious when 
encircled by a cultural connectedness that includes both individual internalization and 
institutional externalization.  While school culture is often thought of as an external entity 
directed towards and experienced by students, this research suggests a vision of positive 
school culture as embedded in and surrounded by a relationally based culture of caring 
characterized by an enduring sense of “knowing and being known”.  Relationships and 
connectedness are not just quintessential school culture dimensions, but perhaps the 
essential underpinnings necessary for a positive school culture.  In this sense, school culture 
could be viewed as an ubiquitous gestalt, which simultaneously exists bi-directionally in 
an external objective form and internal subjective form.  While the implications for 
research measurement would be challenging from this view, it contributes a unique 
theoretical lens to the literature.   
Implications for Practice 
     The findings of this study provide many implications for practice.  Having created an 
intentional school culture, based on the Essential School Principles, Mill Cities Charter 
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School created an environment which seems to promote successful outcomes for its 
students.  The link between culture and positive outcomes has subjectively been 
demonstrated by this research, and is objectively supported by the school’s outward 
measures of success regarding academic achievement, standardized test scores, high 
graduation and college attendance rates.  Mill Cities Charter School is also the only urban 
non-exam high school to achieve commended status from the State Department of 
Education for three consecutive years.  As indicated on the school's website,  
This commendation is a reflection of our strong school culture, the academic success 
and growth of our students, and our commitment to engaging diverse learners despite 
their past or present challenges. The majority of our students go on to higher education 
and will be the first in their family to do so.  (Mill Cities Charter School, 2017) 
 
     The school attributes its success directly to the school culture.  With subjective and 
objective evidence of this school culture’s success, implications for promising practices 
can be suggested.  From the findings of this study, and supported by the literature, particular 
cultural elements are powerful predictors of success.  First and foremost, the power of 
Relationships was the most significant finding of these research.  In every category of 
analysis, the theme of caring and nurturing relationships was cited as a positive aspect of 
experience and the key to success.  fFeelings of Safety and security, supported by micro 
and macro level institutional efforts, provided students with a protected environment that 
enabled better academic focus and social comfort.  Innovative methods of Teaching and 
Learning, including personalization, creative teaching approaches, project based learning 
and alternative methods of evaluation; promoted motivation and enhanced academic 
performance.  Recognition of success was also a powerful motivator for students.  
Particular features of the curriculum, such as Portfolio and the Habits of Mind were 
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identified as crucial experiences for personal, social and academic development.  The 
postsecondary planning process was further recognized as an important feature of the 
school culture contributing to student success.  An Institutional Environment characterized 
by internal and external connectedness was another essential element of success.  Students 
reported benefitting from feeling a sense of belonging within the school, as well as 
connectedness with the larger community.  Community involvement experiences were 
described as enhancing personal, social and academic gains (i.e. self-esteem, social skills 
and public speaking).  Students felt a great sense of empowerment within the school, which 
contributed to cultural engagement and connectedness to the school community.   
         These promising practices would suggest that educational institutions can design 
positive school cultures by focusing on key features related to the school culture 
dimensions identified in the literature.  Schools should endeavor to create small, 
personalized environments with a focus on Relationships within a “Culture of Caring”.  
The cultivation of close and nurturing relationships should be the foundation of all other 
cultural elements.  The development of these relationships will contribute to the success of 
design of all other cultural realms, including Safety, Teaching and Tearning, and cultural 
connectedness within the Institutional Environment.  The establishment of a safe 
environment can be achieved through macro level institutional efforts to promote respect 
and acceptance of differences (i.e. Facing History Program), as well as micro level 
interventions such as conflict resolution, mediation and restorative justice practices. 
Teaching and Learning approaches, guided by the Essential School Principles, are effective 
strategies for promoting academic achievement and successful personal and social 
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outcomes.  Schools should promote personalized learning, academic support, alternative 
methods of evaluation, innovative teaching approaches, project based learning, student 
recognition and intensive post secondary planning support. An emphasis on the holistic 
development of multiple intelligences (Gardner, 2006) should also include emphasis on 
social and emotional learning, again embedded within a Culture of Caring (Noddings, 
1984).  The Institutional Environment should endeavor to promote connectedness both 
within the school culture and outside in the community as well.  Curricular programs aimed 
at community involvement teach skills for life and enhance community connectedness.  
Finally, empowering students to have a voice in the organization promotes engagement, 
commitment and investment in the school culture, resulting in positive personal 
development (i.e. self-confidence, self-efficacy, self-advocacy and self-empowerment).   
Overall, the Essential School Principles, embedded within a Culture of Caring 
(Noddings,1984) provide a school culture design that promotes successful student 
outcomes.   
Limitations of This Study 
     The limitations of this study include all the typical methodological constraints 
associated with qualitative designs, including the inability to attribute causality or make 
generalizations.  The small sample size restricts external validity.  The unique design and 
setting of the study prevents easy replicability, thus impacting internal validity.  Additional 
limitations already discussed include researcher bias, researcher inexperience and 
researcher’s role in the school.  However, the positive aspects of qualitative research 
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present here include the depth of analysis and the breadth of information provided by the 
voices of cultural members. 
Future Suggestions for Research 
     This study’s findings indicate several directions for future research.  Suggestions for 
expanding this study would include additional replications with future senior classes, 
longitudinal analysis with one cohort from their freshman to senior years and follow-up 
after five years with the seniors interviewed in this project.  The findings also suggest the 
further exploration of specific school culture elements, especially the impact of 
relationships on all other school culture dimensions and positive youth outcomes.  A very 
specific area of inquiry would be the relationship effects of calling teachers by their first 
name.  Exploring the specific elements of a small and personalized environment, like that 
which exists at Mill Cities Charter School, is another interesting area of inquiry.   
     Beyond the potential for future research within Mill Cities Charter School, these 
findings also suggest the value of further research regarding the effectiveness of the 
Essential School Philosophy.  Since there is a gap in the literature, more studies on 
Essential Schools are very important.  While Essential Schools are extremely diverse and 
varied, perhaps it would be effective to evaluate particular school culture designs in relation 
to the commonly accepted of school culture (Safety, Relationships, Teaching And 
Learning, School Environment, School Improvement Process).  This might provide some 
sense of homogeneity for comparing different Essential Schools.  Once a base of 
exploratory, descriptive and correlational research is established; cause and effect levels of 
research may be achieved.  This is a particularly crucial time for the continuation of 
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Essential School research.  As of this writing, the Coalition of Essential Schools is 
transforming from an active central organization to more local networks of affiliates.  
While this is primarily due to funding issues, the Coalition hopes that the networking 
among local and national organizations will continue.  The continuation of Essential School 
research will help to maintain the hopes and dreams of its founder.  Further, expanded 
research will support and advance these powerful principles for effective and 
transformative school culture design.   
Closing Thoughts  
     This study’s purpose was to examine how an intentional school culture, based on 
Essential School Principles, promotes positive youth development in its students.  Research 
questions asked students to provide their perceptive descriptions/experiences of school 
culture and their views of the school culture’s impact on personal, social and academic 
development.  Regarding descriptions of school culture and experience, findings indicated 
extremely positive student perceptions of key dimensions of school culture, including 
Safety, Relationships, Teaching and Learning, and Institutional Environment.  Perceptions 
of the School Improvement Process, based on Mill Cities Charter School’s current 
Expansion plan, were more negative.  Students were extremely concerned how the 
expansion might change the school culture.  Student perceptions of the school culture’s 
impacts on development were also very positive.  Students attributed specific aspects of 
the school culture to their positive personal, social and academic development.  These 
findings were in agreement with and supported by the research on school culture and 
Essential School literature.   
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     The processes through which school culture impacted development were effectively 
analyzed through Hatch’s Cultural Dynamics Model and the methodological approach of 
Maxwell’s Critical Realism. Analysis through these conceptual frameworks elucidates the 
processes through which school culture impacts development.  Limitations of the study 
included limited scope, lack of generalizability, difficulties with replication, potential 
researcher bias, researcher’s inexperience and presence in the interview process.   
     Despite the limitations of this study, its findings indicate an example of a successful 
school culture, which has overcome discouraging national trends of underperformance and 
underachievement in urban secondary education.  This study would suggest that an 
intentionally designed school culture can make a positive difference in promoting student 
success and positive youth development.  These findings indicate that a small school 
culture, based on relationships, can effectively integrate promising practices within a 
Culture of Caring (Noddings, 1984), resulting in successful outcomes demonstrated by 
both internal subjective perceptions and external objective measures.  Further, these 
findings imply the effectiveness of Essential School Principles as guiding ideals for 
developing a positive school culture.  In closing, student voices eloquently capture the 
essence of what this culture means to its students.  
I was able to define myself more strong um stronger. I feel like that Mill Cities 
Charter School culture is also part of me now you know, it's like um I, yeah I love, 
I love to spread love. Because that's, I feel like that's, that's the one thing that Mill 
Cities Charter School has injected in me in a way.  You know it's like, you go out 
to your community and you see the wonderful things that our community is 
doing. you see like all the amazing things that like are right here in our backyard and 
you start to appreciate everything. One really important thing about me is um 
appreciation. I, I really appreciate um everything, everything in general. The 
good and the bad. I mean I feel like one thing I've developed throughout my years 
is to appreciate the struggles to appreciate the triumphant to appreciate 
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everything and it's helped me grow because um, you know it's tough when you're 
going through high school and you don't know like what's going on things seem 
like confusing like  oh things are changing at home and things are changing here and 
so it's like this is weird but um I've, I've always found the support to pursue 
whatever it is that I may want whether I know that, whether I know what I want 
today or whether I find out what it is tomorrow. and I feel like that's also a very 
important part um you know, Mill Cities Charter School has taught me you don't 
have to know what you want to do you know in the next, in the next two years. you 
don't have to know like, you know? It's okay to not know you know what 
specifically it is that I want right this second but as long as I'm pursuing something, 
as long as I'm heading towards a direction, where there's, there's gonna be a positive 
outcome then that's okay and I'm okay with that.  DAYA 
 
"Mill Cities Charter School Way" is to be positive.  Mill Cities Charter School 
Way is to be smart and make smart decisions.  Mill Cities Charter School Way is 
to understand that this is a great opportunity and you should take that all in...and 
not waste time trying to lose it. That's Mill Cities Charter School Way.  Mill 
Cities Charter School Way is love. Mill Cities Charter School Way is caring about 
each other and understanding each other and respecting each other because we all 
come from different backgrounds, different cultures… And so Mill Cities Charter 
School Way is also to learn about each other.  LAUREN 
 
While Daya refers to the impact of this “love” on himself, Lauren describes it as an 
overarching quality associated with the school culture.  This reciprocal interaction of 
individual impact and institutional ideal captures the process through which the school 
culture positively impacts its students.  In this case, Maxwell’s (2013) Critical Realism 
would suggest that students’ subjective perceptions seem to match the objective cultural 
reality.  While the overwhelmingly positive descriptions of Mill Cities Charter School’s 
culture may seem astonishing, the authenticity of these students’ voices reveal a unique 
school culture that powerfully and positively impacts its students!  The Mill Cities Charter 
School’s remarkable success provides a stellar example of how educational context can 
positively affect student success.  These students’ voices tell a compelling story that reveals 
promising practices which should be recognized and replicated in the future.    
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APPENDIX I – ENGLISH BROCHURE 
Research Study - Senior Reflections on Mill Cities Charter School 
Culture 
Mill Cities Charter School has been chosen as a research site for an 
exciting study about the impact of school culture on student 
experiences. 
 
Why is this Important? 
School Culture and High School Experience 
Positive High School Cultures contribute significantly to the quality of a student’s high school 
and its impact on development. 
Positive School Cultures include those that provide feelings of safety, positive relationships, high 
academic standards, effective teaching and learning, superior institutional environments and an 
ongoing school improvement process. 
Positive School Cultures have further been associated with increased academic achievement, 
college attendance and professional success in adulthood. 
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Educators and researchers need to understand more about how students themselves describe their 
school cultures, as well as how these cultures impact the high school experience and beyond. 
Mill Cities Charter School has been chosen as a research site to study the impact of a positive 
school culture on student success. 
What is this research study about? 
This research is being conducted by Heather Rheaume, a graduate student at the Boston 
University School of Social Work. The study is about the impact of school culture on students’ 
experiences during high school. Mill Cities Charter School has been chosen due to its high 
success rates in academic achievement, commended state status, high graduation and college 
acceptance rates.  We want to understand how students describe their perceptions of the school 
culture at Mill Cities Charter School and how they feel it may have impacted their personal, 
social and academic development.  The study focuses on understanding school culture from the 
point of view of students who attend the school.  
Who is Eligible to Participate? 
You are eligible to participate if you: 
• Are a member of the graduating class of 2016 
• Have attended Mill Cities Charter School for all four years of your high school career 
• Are chosen as one of 20 students from a random selection process 
What’s in it for participants? 
Benefits to participants include the opportunity to contribute to the understanding of school 
culture from the students’ perspective.  
Mill Cities Charter School students often seek out and embrace opportunities to talk about the 
school's culture.   Your perspective helps illuminate how Mill Cities Charter School has achieved 
commended status and high academic achievement.  Your viewpoints may also help us become 
aware of any areas that need improvement. 
Students may benefit personally from the opportunity to reflect on their high school experiences 
near the time of graduation. 
What does participation in this study include? 
If you are chosen as part of the random sample and agree to participate in this study you will be 
asked to: 
● Complete a very short questionnaire to answer some basic questions about yourself. 
● Complete one 75-minute interview with the researcher to answer questions about your 
experience of school culture at Mill Cities Charter School and its impact on your high 
school experience. 
FOR MORE INFORMATION, PLEASE CONTACT: 
Heather Rheaume ###-###-#### We look forward to speaking with you! 
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APPENDIX II – SPANISH BROCHURE 
Reflexiones de alto nivel de investigación del estudió- en la cultura escolar de Mill Cities 
Charter School. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Mill Cities Charter School ha sido escogido como un sitio de investigación fuerte de un 
interesante estudio sobre el impacto de la cultura escolar en las experiencias de los 
estudiantes. 
 
¿Porque es esto importante? La cultura escolar y la experiencia de la escuela 
secundaria 
 
Culturas de secundaria positivos contribuyen significativamente a la calidad de la escuela 
secundaria del estudiante y su impacto en el desarrollo. 
 
Culturas escolares positivas incluyen los que proporcionan la sensación de seguridad, 
relaciones positivas y un alto nivel académico, la enseñanza y el aprendizaje eficaz, y el 
ambiente institucional superiores y un proceso de mejoramiento escolar en curso. 
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Culturas escolares positivas más se han asociado con un mayor rendimiento académico, 
asistencia a la universidad y el éxito profesional en la edad adulta. 
 
Los educadores y los investigadores necesitan entender más acerca de cómo los propios 
estudiantes describen sus culturas escolares, así como la forma en que estos cultivos 
impacto que la experiencia de la escuela secundaria y más allá 
 
 
Mill Cities Charter School ha sido elegido como sitio de investigación para estudiar el 
impacto de una cultura escolar positiva en el éxito del estudiante. 
 
¿Qué es este estudio de investigación acerca? 
 
Esta investigación está siendo realizada por Heather Rheaume, un estudiante graduado en 
la Escuela de Trabajo Social de la Universidad de Boston. El estudio trata sobre el 
impacto de la cultura escolar en los estudiantes las experiencias durante la escuela 
secundaria. Mill Cities Charter School ha sido elegido debido a sus altas tasas de éxito en 
el logro académico, elogiado estado, de alta graduación y las tasas de aceptación de la 
universidad. Queremos entender cómo los estudiantes describen sus percepciones de la 
cultura escolar en Mill Cities Charter School y cómo se sienten que puede haber afectado 
su desarrollo personal, social y académico. El estudio se centra en la cultura escolar 
comprensión desde el punto de vista de los estudiantes que asisten a la escuela. 
 
¿Quién es elegible para participar? 
 
Usted es elegible para participar si: 
* eres miembro de la clase de graduación de 2016 
* ha asistido a Mill Cities Charter School para los cuatro años de su carrera en la 
preparatoria 
* Son elegido como uno de los 20 estudiantes de un proceso de selección aleatoria 
 
¿Qué hay en esto para los participantes? 
 
Beneficios a los participantes incluyen la oportunidad de contribuir a la comprensión de 
la cultura escolar desde la perspectiva de los estudiantes. 
 
Estudiantes de Mill Cities Charter School suelen buscar y abrazar la oportunidad de 
hablar acerca de la cultura de la escuela. Su punto de vista ayuda a iluminar cómo Mill 
Cities Charter School ha alcanzado el estatus y elogió el alto rendimiento académico. Sus 
puntos de vista también pueden ayudarnos a ser conscientes de las áreas que necesitan 
mejoras. 
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Los estudiantes pueden beneficiarse personalmente de la oportunidad de reflexionar sobre 
sus experiencias de la escuela secundaria cerca del momento de la graduación. 
 
¿Qué participación en este estudio incluye? 
 
Si usted es elegido como parte de la muestra aleatoria y de acuerdo en participar en este 
estudio, se le pedirá que: 
 
• Completar un breve cuestionario para responder a algunas preguntas básicas 
acerca de sí mismo. 
 
Completar una entrevista de 75 minutos con el investigador para responder a 
preguntas acerca de su experiencia de la cultura escolar en Mill Cities Charter 
School     y su impacto en su experiencia en la preparatoria 
 
 
Para obtener más información, póngase en contacto: 
Heather Rheaume ###-###-#### ext ### 
hrheaume@bu.edu 
Esperamos poder hablar con usted! 
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APPENDIX III – ENGLISH LETTER OF SUPPORT 
 
 
Dear Parents and Students, 
 
     Mill Cities Charter School enthusiastically supports the research study,  “The Impact of 
School Culture on The High School Experience: Perceptions of Graduating Seniors”, being 
done by our long time social work supervisor, Heather Rheaume, as part of her doctoral 
studies at Boston University.    
     Indeed, the study findings may assist not only Mill Cities Charter School, but also urban 
high schools nationwide, in their efforts to help adolescents achieve academic, social and 
personal success. 
     As part of the study, approximately 20 seniors will be randomly selected and asked by 
Ms. Rheaume to participate in a single 60-75 minute interview on-site at Mill Cities Charter 
School. 
If asked, we hope that parents and students will consider participating. 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
_________________________________                      
_________________________________ 
Head of School                                                               Executive Director 
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APPENDIX IV – SPANISH LETTER OF SUPPORT 
 
Queridos Padres y Estudiantes, 
  
Mill Cities Academia apoyamos el estudio de investigación, “El impacto de la cultura de 
la escuela en la experiencia de la escuela secundaria: Las percepciones de los estudiantes 
de el cuarto grado en la escuela secundaria que se gradúan”, siendo realizado por nuestro 
supervisor de mucho tiempo de trabajo social, Heather Rheaume, como parte de sus 
estudios de doctorado en la Universidad de Boston.    
En efecto, los resultados del este estudio pueden ayudar no sólo Mill Cities Academia, 
pero también las escuelas secundarias urbanas en el pais entero, en sus esfuerzos para 
ayudar a los adolescentes a alcanzar el éxito académico, social, y personal. 
Como parte del estudio, aproximadamente 20 estudiantes de el cuarto grado en la escuela 
secundaria  serán seleccionados aleatoira y preguntado por Ms. Rheaume para participar 
en un 60-75 minutos entrevista en Mill Cities Academia. 
Si se le pregunta , esperamos que hai padres y estudiantes a la posibilidad de participar. 
Sinceramente, 
 
 
 
 
                                                                                                                    
________________________________                     ____________________________      
 
Director de la Escuela                                                        Director ejecutivo 
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APPENDIX V – PARENT CONSENT ENGLISH 
 
  
Protocol Title:  The Impact of School Culture on The High School Experience: 
Perceptions of Graduating Seniors 
Principal Investigator:  Heather Rheaume 
Description of Subject Population: High School Seniors (Adults and Children Under 
18) 
Version Date: January 2, 2016 
 
Introduction 
 
Please read this form carefully.  The purpose of this form is to provide you with 
important information about your child taking part in a research study.  If any of the 
statements or words in this form are unclear, please let us know. We would be happy to 
answer any questions. 
 
If you have any questions about the research or any portion of this form, please ask us. 
Your child’s taking part in this research study is up to you.  If you decide to allow your 
child to take part in this research study we will ask you to sign this form.  We will give 
you a copy of the signed form. 
 
The persons in charge of this study are Heather Rheaume and faculty advisor Dr. Judith 
Gonyea.  Heather Rheaume can be reached at by email at hrheaume@bu.edu or by phone 
at ###.###.####.  My faculty advisor Dr. Judith Gonyea can be reached by email at 
jgonyea@bu.edu or by phone at 617.353.3748.  We will refer to Heather Rheaume as the 
“researcher” throughout this form.  
 
 
Why is this study being done? 
 
The purpose of this study is to explore how students experience and describe the school 
culture at Mill Cities Charter School, as well as their views on how it has impacted their 
academic and personal development. 
  
We are asking your child to take part in this study because he/she has been at Mill Cities 
Charter School since his/her freshman year and are now a member its 2016 graduating 
senior class.  You are one of about 20 seniors who was randomly selected to be asked to 
participate. 
 
How long will I take part in this research study? 
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We expect that your child will be in this research study for approximately 6 months.  
During this time, your child will participate in just one 75 minute interview which will be 
done on-site at Mill Cities Charter School. 
 
 
 
What will happen if I take part in this research study? 
 
If you agree for your child to take part in this study, we will ask you to sign the consent 
form before we do any study procedures. 
 
The study has only one visit which takes about 75 minutes to complete.  At this visit, we 
will ask your child to: 
• Answer a few basic demographic questions. 
• Ask questions about how your child would describe the school culture at Mill 
Cities Charter School. 
• Ask questions about how your child feels the school culture has impacted his/her 
personal, social and aca 
•  
• demic development. 
 
Audio/Videotaping 
 
We would like to audio-tape your child during the interview.  If your child is audio-taped, 
it will not be possible to identify him/her in the recording.  We will store these tapes in a 
locked cabinet and only approved study staff will be able to see the tapes.  We will label 
these tapes with a code instead of your child’s name.  The key to the code connects your 
child’s name to the audio-tape.  The researcher will keep the key to the code in a 
password-protected computer.  The tapes will be stored for 9 months. 
 
Do you agree to let us audiotape your during this study? 
 
______YES   ______NO 
 _______INITIALS 
 
Storing Study Information for Future Use 
 
We would like to store your child’s study information for future research related to how 
school culture impacts student’s personal, social and academic development.  We will 
label all your child’s study information with a code instead of his/her name.  The key to 
the code connects your child’s name to your study information.  The researcher will keep 
the code in a password-protected computer. 
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Do you agree to let us store your study information for future research related to the study 
of school culture? 
 
______YES   ______NO 
 _______INITIALS 
 
 
 
How Will You Keep My Study Records Confidential? 
 
We will keep the records of this study confidential through securely storing paper 
interview transcripts and consent forms (as detailed below).  We will also use a password 
protected computer to securely store electronic audio recordings and interview 
transcripts.  We will make every effort to keep your records confidential 
We will keep the records of this study confidential by securely storing electronic copies 
of the interview transcripts on the Principal Investigator (PI’s) password-protected 
computer and paper copies of the interview transcriptions will be locked in a file cabinet 
in the PI’s office.  The list cross referencing participants’ names and pseudonyms and 
completed consent forms will be locked in a different file cabinet than the one with the 
paper copies of the transcripts. 
However, there are times when federal or state law requires the disclosure of your 
records. 
 
If, during your child’s participation in this study, we have reasonable cause to believe that 
child abuse is occurring, we must report this to authorities as required by law.  The 
researcher will make every reasonable effort to protect the confidentiality of your child’s 
research information.  However, it might be possible that a civil or criminal court might 
demand the release of identifiable research information. 
 
If, during your child’s participation of this study, we have reason to believe that your 
child is at risk for being suicidal or otherwise harming him/herself, we are required to 
take the necessary actions.  This may include notifying you, your child’s doctor, your 
child’s therapist, or other individuals.  If this were to occur, we would not able to assure 
confidentiality. 
 
The following people or groups may review your study records for purposes such as 
quality control or safety: 
• The Researcher and any member of his/her research team 
• The Institutional Review Board at Boston University.  The Institutional Review 
Board is a group of people who review human research studies for safety and 
protection of people who take part in the studies. 
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The study data will be stored in a locked file cabinet in the Principal Investigator’s office 
Mill Cities Charter School Charter School.   
 
The results of this research study may be published or used for teaching.  We will not put 
identifiable information on data that are used for these purposes. 
 
Study Participation and Early Withdrawal 
 
Whether your child takes part in this study is your choice.  You are free not to allow your 
child to take part or to withdraw your child at any time for any reason.  No matter what 
you decide, there will be no penalty or loss of benefit to which you or your child are 
entitled.  If you decide to withdraw your child from this study, the information that he/she 
had already provided will be kept confidential. 
 
You may choose for your child not to be in the study or to stop being in the study before 
it is over at any time.  This will not affect your child’s class standing or grades at Mill 
Cities Charter School.  Your child will not be offered or receive any special consideration 
if your child takes part in this research study. 
 
Also, the researcher may take your child out of this study without your permission.  This 
may happen because: 
• The researcher thinks it is in your child’s best interest 
• Your child can’t make the required interview 
• Other administrative reasons 
 
Future Contact 
 
We may like to contact you and your child in the future to follow-up to this study.   
 
Do you agree to let us contact you and your child in the future? 
 
______YES   ______NO 
 _______INITIALS 
 
 
 
What are the risks of taking part in this research study? 
  
Your child may feel emotional or upset when answering some of the questions about 
his/her experiences at Mill Cities Charter School.  Your child will be instructed to tell the 
interviewer at any time if he/she want to take a break or stop the interview. 
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Your child may feel emotional or upset when answering some of the questions.  Your 
child will be instructed to tell the interviewer at any time if you want to take a break or 
stop the interview. 
 
If your child becomes emotionally upset, he/she will be offered the opportunity to speak 
with a member of the Student Support Team at Mill Cities Charter School. 
 
Loss of Confidentiality 
 
The main risk of allowing us to use and store your child’s information for research is a 
potential loss of privacy.  We will protect your child’s privacy by labeling your child’s 
information with a code and keeping the key to the code in a password-protected 
computer. 
 
Are there any benefits from being in this research study? 
 
Your child may not benefit from taking part in this research study.  Some graduating 
seniors may find it helpful to talk about their school experiences and the ways in which 
they have grown over the years as they prepare for the next phase of their lives 
 
 
 
What alternatives are available? 
 
You may choose not to allow your child to take part in this research study. 
 
Will I get paid for taking part in this research study?   
 
We will not pay you or your child for taking part in this study. 
 
What will it cost me to take part in this research study? 
 
There are no costs to you or your child for taking part in this research study. 
 
What happens if I am injured as a result of participating in this research study? 
 
If your child is injured as a result of taking part in this research study, we will assist you 
in getting medical treatment.  However, your insurance company will be responsible for 
the cost.  Boston University does not provide any other form of compensation for injury. 
 
If I have any questions or concerns about this research study, who can I talk to? 
 
You can call us with any concerns or questions. Our telephone numbers are listed below: 
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Heather Rheaume, Principal Investigator ###-###-####  M - F 8am-4pm 
Professor Judith Gonyea, Ph.D., Faculty Advisor, 617-353-3748   M-F 8am-4pm 
 
If you have questions about your rights as a research subject or want to speak with 
someone independent of the research team, you may contact the Boston University IRB 
directly at 617-358-6115. 
 
SIGNATURE OF PARENT/GUARDIAN (IF UNDER 18) 
 
I have read the information in this consent form including risks and possible benefits.  I have 
been given the chance to ask questions.  My questions have been answered to my 
satisfaction, and I agree to let my child participate in the study.   
 
______________________________________ 
 Name of Subject 
 
 
______________________________________ 
 ____________________s 
Name of Parent/Guardian  Date 
 
 
______________________________________ 
 ____________________s 
Signature of Parent/Guardian  Date 
 
 
 
 
I have explained the research to the subject and answered all his/her questions.  I will 
give a copy of the signed consent form to the subject. 
 
________________________________________  
Name of Person Obtaining Consent 
 
 
________________________________________ 
 _______________________ 
Signature of Person Obtaining Consent  Date 
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APPENDIX VI – PARENT CONSENT SPANISH 
 
Título de protocolo: El impacto de la cultura escolar en la experiencia de la escuela 
secundaria: la percepción de estudiantes del último año 
Investigadora principal: Heather Rheaume 
Comentarios relativos a los sujetos: los estudiantes de secundaria (adultos y niños 
menores de 18 años) 
Fecha de la versión: 2 de enero, 2016 
 
Introducción 
 
Lea este formulario cuidadosamente. El propósito de este formulario es para 
proporcionarle información importante acerca de su hijo/a participando en un estudio de 
investigación. Si alguna de las declaraciones o palabras en este formulario no son claras, 
por favor avísenos. Estamos encantados de responder a cualquier pregunta. 
 
Si usted tiene alguna pregunta sobre la investigación o cualquier porción de esta forma, 
por favor pregunte. Toma parte de su hijo en este estudio de investigación depende de 
usted. Si decide permitir que su hijo/a participe en este estudio de investigación se le 
pedirá que firme este formulario. Le daremos una copia del formulario firmado. 
 
Los responsables de este estudio son Heather Rheaume y asesor de la facultad Dra Judith 
Gonyea. Heather Rheaume puede ser alcanzado en hrheaume@bu.edu por correo 
electrónico a o por teléfono al ###-###-#### x###. Mi asesor de la facultad Dra. Judith 
Gonyea se puede llegar por correo electrónico a jgonyea@bu.edu o por teléfono al 617-
353-3748. Nos referiremos a Heather Rheaume como el "investigador" a través de este 
formulario. 
 
¿Por qué se realiza este estudio? 
 
El propósito de este estudio es explorar cómo la experiencia de estudiantes y describir la 
cultura de la escuela de Mill Cities Charter School, así como sus puntos de vista sobre 
cómo ha impactado su desarrollo académico y personal. 
 
Estamos pidiendo a su hijo a participar en este estudio debido a que él / ella ha estado en 
Mill Cities Charter School desde su / su primer año y ahora es un miembro de la clase del 
año 2016 que se gradúa. Se encuentra en de alrededor de 20 personas de esta clase que 
fue seleccionado al azar para ser invitado a participar.  
 
¿Cuánto tiempo voy a tomar parte en este estudio de investigación? 
 
Esperamos que su hijo/a vaya a participar en una sola entrevista de 75 minutos que se 
realizará en el lugar en Mill Cities Charter School. 
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¿Qué sucederá si tomó parte en este estudio de investigación? 
 
Si está de acuerdo para su hijo a participar en este estudio, se le pedirá que firme el 
formulario de consentimiento antes de realizar cualquier procedimiento de estudio. 
 
El estudio tiene una sola visita, que toma alrededor de 75 minutos para completar. En esta 
visita, vamos a preguntarle a su hijo a: 
 
• Conteste algunas preguntas demográficas básicas. 
 
• Haga preguntas acerca de cómo su hijo/a describiría la cultura escolar en Mill 
Cities Charter School. 
 
• Haga preguntas acerca de cómo su hijo/a se siente que la cultura escolar ha 
impactado su desarrollo personal, social y académico. 
 
Audio / Grabación en video 
 
Nos gustaría grabar en cinta de audio a su hijo/a durante la entrevista. Si su hijo/a es 
grabadas en audio, no será posible identificar a él / ella en la grabación. Nosotros 
almacenamos estas cintas en un armario cerrado con llave y sólo el personal del estudio 
se aprueba, será capaz de ver las cintas. Vamos a etiquetar estas cintas con un código en 
lugar del nombre de su hijo/a. La clave para el código conecta el nombre de su hijo/a a la 
cinta de audio. El investigador mantendrá la clave para el código en una computadora 
protegida con contraseña. Las cintas serán almacenadas durante 9 meses. 
 
¿Está de acuerdo para dejarnos grabar una cinta de audio de su hijo/a durante este 
estudio? 
 
Si _______                           No________                        Iniciales__________ 
 
El almacenamiento de la información del estudio para uso en el futuro 
 
Nos gustaría almacenar la información del estudio de su hijo/a para el futuro de la 
investigación relacionada con la forma en el desarrollo personal, social y académico de la 
escuela cultura impactos del estudiante. Vamos a etiquetar toda la información del 
estudio de su hijo/a con un código en lugar de su nombre. La clave para el código conecta 
el nombre de su hijo/a a la información de su estudio. El investigador va a mantener el 
código en una computadora protegida con contraseña. 
 
	
 
207	
¿Está de acuerdo de dejarnos almacenar su información del estudio para futuras 
investigaciones relacionadas con el estudio de la cultura de la escuela? 
 
Si _______                           No _______                          Iniciales__________ 
 
¿Cómo va a mantener los registros del estudio confidencial? 
 
Vamos a mantener los registros de este estudio confidencial a través de almacenar en 
forma segura, transcripciones de la entrevista de papel y formularios de consentimiento 
(como se detalla más adelante). También vamos a utilizar un ordenador protegido con 
contraseña para almacenar la forma segura de las grabaciones de audio y transcripciones 
de entrevistas electrónica. Haremos todo lo posible para mantener sus registros 
confidenciales. 
 
Vamos a mantener los registros de este estudio confidencial realizado por el 
almacenamiento seguro de las copias electrónicas de las transcripciones de las entrevistas 
en la oficina de la Investigadora Principal (IP) protegidos con contraseña de ordenador y 
papel copias de las transcripciones de entrevistas serán bloqueados en un archivador en la 
oficina de la IP. La lista de referencias cruzadas de nombres y seudónimos de los 
participantes y los formularios de consentimiento completado será encerrado en un 
gabinete de archivo diferente que el de las copias en papel de las transcripciones. Sin 
embargo, hay momentos en los que la ley federal o del estado requiere la revelación de 
sus registros. 
 
Si, durante la participación de su hijo/a en este estudio, tenemos motivos razonables para 
creer que haya ocurrido el abuso, hay que informar de esto a las autoridades como lo 
requiere la ley. El investigador hará todos los esfuerzos razonables para proteger la 
confidencialidad de la información de la investigación de su hijo/a. Sin embargo, podría 
ser posible que un tribunal civil o criminal pudiera exigir la liberación de información de 
la investigación de identificación. 
 
Si, durante la participación de este estudio de su hijo/a, tenemos razones para creer que su 
hijo/a está en riesgo de pensamientos suicidas o de otra manera hacerle daño a él/ella 
misma, estamos obligados a tomar las acciones necesarias. Esto puede incluir la 
notificación, del doctor de su hijo/a, terapista de su hijo/a, o otros individuos. Si esto 
ocurriera, no sería capaz de garantizar la confidencialidad. 
 
Las siguientes personas o grupos pueden revisar sus registros del estudio para los 
propósitos como el control de calidad y seguridad: 
 
• El investigador y cualquier miembro de su equipo de investigación 
 
• La junta de revisión institucional de la Universidad de Boston. La junta de 
revisión institucional es un grupo de personas que revisan los estudios de 
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investigaciones en humanos para la seguridad y protección de las personas que 
toman parte en los estudios. 
 
Los datos del estudio se almacenarán en un archivador cerrado en la oficina del 
investigador principal en la Escuela Mill Cities Charter School. 
 
Los resultados de este estudio de investigación pueden ser publicados o utilizados para la 
enseñanza. No vamos a poner la información de identificación en los datos que se utilizan 
para estos propósitos. 
 
 
Participación en el estudio y el apartamiento temprana 
 
Si su hijo/a toma parte en este estudio es su opción. Usted es libre de no permitir que su 
hijo/a participe o retirar a su hijo/a en cualquier momento por cualquier razón. No 
importa lo que decida, no habrá ninguna sanción o pérdida de beneficios a los que usted o 
su hijo/a tiene derecho. Si usted decide retirar a su hijo/a de este estudio, la información 
que él / ella ya había proporcionado será confidencial. 
 
Usted puede elegir que su hijo/a no sea parte del estudio o para dejar de estar en el 
estudio antes de su finalización en cualquier momento. Esto no afectará el puesto de la 
clase de su hijo/a o grados de Mill Cities Charter School. Su hijo/a no se puede ofrecer ni 
recibir ninguna consideración especial por participar en este estudio de investigación. 
 
Además, el investigador puede llevar a su hijo/a fuera de este estudio sin su permiso. Esto 
puede suceder porque: 
 
• El investigador cree que es en el mejor interés de su hijo/a 
 
• Su hijo no puede hacer la entrevista requerida 
 
• Otras razones administrativas 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Contacto en el futuro 
 
Es posible que nos pongamos en contacto con usted y su hijo/a en el futuro para el 
seguimiento de este estudio.  
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¿Está de acuerdo de dejarnos contactarnos con usted y su hijo/a en el futuro? 
 
Si_________                           No _____________                        Iniciales 
______________ 
 
¿Cuáles son los riesgos de tomar parte en este estudio de investigación? 
 
Su niño/a puede sentirse disgustado/a o emocional al contestar algunas de las preguntas 
acerca de su experiencias en Mill Cities Charter School. Su hijo/a será instruido para 
decirle al entrevistador en cualquier momento si él / ella quiere tomar un descanso o 
detener la entrevista. 
 
Si su hijo/a llega a ser emocionalmente alterado, él / ella se le ofrece la oportunidad de 
hablar con un miembro del equipo de apoyo a estudiantes de Mill Cities Charter School. 
 
Pérdida de confidencialidad 
 
Su niño/a no puede beneficiarse con tomar parte en este estudio de investigación. 
Algunos estudiantes que se gradúan pueden encontrar útil para hablar de sus experiencias 
en la escuela y las formas en las que han crecido a lo largo de los años, mientras se 
preparan para la siguiente fase de su vida. 
 
¿Qué alternativas están disponibles? 
 
Usted puede optar por no permitir que su hijo/a participe en este estudio de investigación. 
 
¿Me pagarán por participar en este estudio de investigación? 
 
No, usted ni su hijo/a serán pagados por participar en este estudio. 
 
¿Cuánto me costará a participar en este estudio de investigación? 
 
No hay costos para usted o su niño/a tomar parte en este estudio de investigación. 
 
¿Qué pasa si me lastimo como resultado de su participación en este estudio de 
investigación? 
 
Si su hijo/a se lastima como resultado de su participación en este estudio de 
investigación, vamos a ayudarle a obtener tratamiento médico. Sin embargo, su compañía 
de seguros será responsable por el costo. La Universidad de Boston no proporciona 
ninguna otra forma de compensación por lastimarse. 
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¿Si tengo alguna pregunta o preocupación acerca de este estudio de investigación, a 
quién puedo hablar? 
 
Usted nos puede llamar con cualquier pregunta o preocupación. Nuestros números de 
teléfono son los siguientes: 
Heather Rheaume, Investigadora Principal ###-###-#### x###   lunes-viernes 8 a.m.-4 
p.m. 
Profesora Judith Gonyea, Ph.D., Profesor Asesor, 617-353-3748 lunes-viernes 8 a.m.-4 
p.m. 
 
Si usted tiene alguna pregunta sobre sus derechos como miembro de investigaciones o 
quiere hablar con alguien independiente del equipo de investigación, puede ponerse en 
contacto con la Universidad de Boston IRB directamente al 617-358-6115. 
 
Firma del padre / guardián (si es menor de 18 años) 
 
He leído la información de este formulario de consentimiento incluyendo los riesgos y 
posibles beneficios. Se me ha dado la oportunidad de hacer preguntas. Mis preguntas han 
sido contestadas a mi satisfacción, y estoy de acuerdo en permitir que mi hijo/a participe 
en el estudio. 
_________________________________ 
Nombre del estudiante 
 
_________________________________ ______________________ 
Nombre de padre / madre / guardián Fecha   
 
____________________________ ______________________ 
Firma del padre / madre / guardian Fecha  
    
 
He explicado la investigación al tema y respondí a todas sus preguntas. Voy a dar una 
copia del consentimiento firmado por el estudiante. 
 
___________________________________________________ 
Nombre de la persona que obtiene el consentimiento 
 
 
____________________________________________________ 
Firma de la persona que obtiene el consentimiento 
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APPENDIX VII  – STUDENT CONSENT FORM 
 
  
Protocol Title:  The Impact of School Culture on The High School Experience: 
Perceptions of Graduating Seniors 
Principal Investigator:  Heather Rheaume 
Description of Subject Population: High School Seniors (Adults and Children Under 
18) 
Version Date: January 2, 2016 
 
 
Introduction 
 
Please read this form carefully.  The purpose of this form is to provide you with 
important information about taking part in a research study.  If any of the statements or 
words in this form are unclear, please let us know. We would be happy to answer any 
questions. 
 
If you have any questions about the research or any portion of this form, please ask us.  
Taking part in this research study is up to you.  If you decide to take part in this research 
study we will ask you to sign this form.  We will give you a copy of the signed form. 
 
The persons in charge of this study are Heather Rheaume and faculty advisor Dr. Judith 
Gonyea.  Heather Rheaume can be reached at by email at hrheaume@bu.edu or by phone 
at ###.###.####.  My faculty advisor Dr. Judith Gonyea can be reached by email at 
jgonyea@bu.edu or by phone at 617.353.3748 .  We will refer to Heather Rheaume as the 
“researcher” throughout this form.  
 
 
Why is this study being done? 
 
The purpose of this study is to explore how students experience and describe the school 
culture at Mill Cities Charter School as well as their views on how it has impacted their 
academic and personal development.  
 
We are asking you to take part in this study because you been at Mill Cities Charter 
School since your freshman year and are now a member of its 2016 graduating senior 
class.  You are one of about 20 seniors who was randomly selected to be asked to 
participate. 
. 
 
How long will I take part in this research study? 
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We expect that you will be in this research study for approximately 6 months.  During 
this time, you will participate in just one 75-minute interview which will be done on-site 
at Mill Cities Charter School.    
 
 
What will happen if I take part in this research study? 
 
  
If you agree to take part in this study, we will ask you to sign the consent form before we 
do any study procedures. 
 
The study has only one visit which takes about 75 minutes to complete.  At this visit, we 
will ask you to: 
• Ask a few basic demographic questions 
• Ask questions about how you would describe the school culture at Mill Cities 
Charter School 
• Ask questions about how you feel the school culture has impacted your personal, 
social and academic development 
 
  
Audio/Videotaping 
 
We would like to audio-tape you during the interview..  If you are audio-taped, it will not 
be possible to identify you in the recording.   We will store these tapes in a locked cabinet 
and only approved study staff will be able to see the tapes.  We will label these tapes with 
a code instead of your name.  The key to the code connects your name to your videotape.  
The researcher will keep the key to the code in a password-protected computer/locked 
file.  The tapes will be stored for 9 months. 
 
Do you agree to let us audio/videotape you during this study? 
 
______YES   ______NO 
 _______INITIALS 
 
 
 
Storing Study Information for Future Use 
 
We would like to store your study information for future research related to how school 
culture impacts student’s personal, social and academic development.  We will label all 
your study information with a code instead of your name.  The key to the code connects 
your name to your study information.  The researcher will keep the code in a password-
protected computer. 
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Do you agree to let us store your study information for future research related to school 
culture? 
 
______YES   ______NO 
 _______INITIALS 
 
How Will You Keep My Study Records Confidential? 
 
 
We will keep the records of this study confidential through securely storing paper 
interview transcripts and consent forms (as detailed below).  We will also use a password 
protected computer to securely store electronic audio recordings and interview 
transcripts.  We will make every effort to keep your records confidential. 
 
We will keep the records of this study confidential by securely storing electronic copies 
of the interview transcripts on the Principal Investigator (PI’s) password-protected 
computer and paper copies of the interview transcriptions will be locked in a file cabinet 
in the PI’s office.  The list cross referencing participants’ names and pseudonyms and 
completed consent forms will be locked in a different file cabinet than the one with the 
paper copies of the transcripts. 
However, there are times when federal or state law requires the disclosure of your 
records. 
 
If, during your child’s participation in this study, we have reasonable cause to believe that 
child abuse is occurring, we must report this to authorities as required by law.  The 
researcher will make every reasonable effort to protect the confidentiality of your child’s 
research information.  However, it might be possible that a civil or criminal court might 
demand the release of identifiable research information. 
 
If, during your child’s participation of this study, we have reason to believe that your 
child is at risk for being suicidal or otherwise harming him/herself, we are required to 
take the necessary actions.  This may include notifying you, your child’s doctor, your 
child’s therapist, or other individuals.  If this were to occur, we would not able to assure 
confidentiality. 
 
The following people or groups may review your study records for purposes such as 
quality control or safety: 
• The Researcher and any member of his/her research team 
• The Institutional Review Board at Boston University.  The Institutional Review 
Board is a group of people who review human research studies for safety and 
protection of people who take part in the studies. 
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The study data will be stored in a locked file cabinet in the Principal Investigator’s office 
Mill Cities Charter School Charter School.   
 
The results of this research study may be published or used for teaching.  We will not put 
identifiable information on data that are used for these purposes. 
 
 
 
Study Participation and Early Withdrawal 
 
Taking part in this study is your choice.  You are free not to take part or to withdraw at 
any time for any reason.  No matter what you decide, there will be no penalty or loss of 
benefit to which you are entitled.  If you decide to withdraw from this study, the 
information that you have already provided will be kept confidential. 
 
You may choose not to be in the study or to stop being in the study before it is over at 
any time.  This will not affect your class standing or your grades at Mill Cities Charter 
School.  You will not be offered or receive any special consideration if you take part in 
this research study. 
 
Also, the researcher may take you out of this study without your permission.  This may 
happen because: 
• The researcher thinks it is in your best interest 
• You can’t make the required interview 
• Other administrative reasons 
 
 
Future Contact 
 
We may like to contact you in the future to follow-up to this study.   
 
Do you agree to let us contact you in the future? 
 
______YES   ______NO 
 _______INITIALS 
 
 
 
What are the risks of taking part in this research study? 
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You may feel emotional or upset when answering some of the questions about your 
experiences at Mill Cities Charter School.  Tell the interviewer at any time if you want to 
take a break or stop the interview.   
 
You may feel emotional or upset when answering some of the questions.  Tell the 
interviewer at any time if you want to take a break or stop the interview. 
 
If you become emotionally upset, you will be offered the opportunity to speak with a 
member of the Student Support Team at Mill Cities Charter School  
 
 
Loss of Confidentiality 
 
The main risk of allowing us to use and store your information for research is a potential 
loss of privacy.  We will protect your privacy by labeling your information with a code 
and keeping the key to the code in a password-protected computer. 
Are there any benefits from being in this research study? 
 
You may or may not benefit from taking part in this study.   Some graduating seniors find 
it helpful to talk about their school experiences and the ways in which they have grown 
over the years as they prepare for the next phase of their lives.  
 
What alternatives are available? 
 
You may choose not to take part in this research study. 
 
Will I get paid for taking part in this research study?   
 
We will not pay you for taking part in this study. 
 
What will it cost me to take part in this research study? 
 
There are no costs to you for taking part in this research study. 
 
What happens if I am injured as a result of participating in this 
research study? 
 
If you are injured as a result of taking part in this research study, we will assist you in 
getting medical treatment.  However, your insurance company will be responsible for the 
cost.  Boston University does not provide any other form of compensation for injury. 
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If I have any questions or concerns about this research study, who can I 
talk to? 
 
You can call us with any concerns or questions. Our telephone numbers are listed below: 
 
Heather Rheaume, Principal Investigator ###-###-####   
Professor Judith Gonyea, Ph.D., Faculty Advisor, 617-353-3748    
 
If you have questions about your rights as a research subject or want to speak with 
someone independent of the research team, you may contact the Boston University IRB 
directly at 617-358-6115. 
 
 
Statement of Consent  
 
I have read the information in this consent form including risks and possible benefits.  I have 
been given the chance to ask questions.  My questions have been answered to my 
satisfaction, and I agree to participate in the study.   
 
SIGNATURE 
 
 
______________________________________ 
 Name of Subject 
 
 
______________________________________ 
 ____________________s 
Signature of Subject  Date 
 
 
 
I have explained the research to the subject and answered all his/her questions.  I will 
give a copy of the signed consent form to the subject. 
 
________________________________________  
Name of Person Obtaining Consent 
 
 
________________________________________ 
 _______________________ 
Signature of Person Obtaining Consent  Date 
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APPENDIX VIII – STUDENT ASSENT FORM  
 
Protocol Title: The Impact of School Culture on the High School Experience: 
Perceptions of Graduating Seniors. 
Principal Investigator: Heather Rheaume, MSW, LICSw 
Description of Subject Population:  Members of the 2016 graduating class at Mill 
Cities Charter School Charter School in Pawtucket, RI 
Version Date:  January 15, 2016. 
 
 
Assent Form 
 
What is a Research Study? 
 
We want to tell you about a research study we are doing.   Research studies help us to 
learn new things and test new ideas.  People who work on research studies are called 
researchers.  During research studies, the researchers collect a lot of information so that 
they can learn more about something.  We are doing this study because we would like to 
learn more about how school culture impacts students’ personal, social and academic 
development. We are asking you join this study because you have been are a graduating 
senior and have been at Mill Cities Charter School since the beginning of 9th grade. 
 
There are a few things you should know about this study: 
• You get to decide if you want to be in the study 
• You can say ‘No’ or ‘Yes’ 
• Whatever you decide is OK 
• If you say ‘Yes’ now, you can change your mind and say ‘No’  later 
• No one will be upset if you say ‘No’ 
• You can ask us questions at any time 
• We will also get permission from your parent/guardian for you to take part in this 
study 
 
 
What will I do if I am in this research study? 
 
If you decide to be in this study, we will ask you to:  Participate in one 75 minute 
interview with the researcher during which you will in the following:  
1. Fill out a one page form with some basic information about yourself (name, age, etc.). 
2. Participate in an interview to discuss/answer the following questions: 
a.  How would you describe to an outsider, or s student considering enrolling, what the 
school culture is like at Mill Cities Charter School? 
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b. How do you personally experience or feel about the school culture at Mill Cities 
Charter School? 
c. Can you share with me any positive or negative ways the the school culture has 
influenced your personal, social or academic development? 
 
This study will last for 9 months.  However, you will only be asked to participate in the 
one interview described above. 
 
Video/Audio Taping 
  
We will audiotape the interview sessions that are part of this study.  This will help us to 
remember what we talked about in the session.  It will also help us to teach people how to 
do the interview sessions. 
 
 
What else could happen to me while I am in this study? 
 
• Some of the questions may be uncomfortable or hard to answer.  You 
do not have to respond to any questions you don’t want to answer.  
You may also ask the researcher if there is anything you don’t 
understand.  You can tell the interviewer at any time if you want to 
take a break or stop the interview. 
• While we do not expect any of the discussion to be upsetting, there is 
always a possibility of emotional upset arising during the interview.  If 
this should happen, you will be immediately able to meet with 
someone from Student Support.   
• While we intend to keep information confidential to the greatest 
extent possible, there is the chance that you tell us something which 
must be reported to parents/guardians, school authorities or legal 
authorities.  This would happen if you told us anything that indicated 
you or someone else was in any kind of danger. 
• There is a slight risk of privacy loss by allowing us to use and store 
your information.  Your privacy will be protected by labeling your 
information with a code and keeping the key to the code in a 
password-protected computer. 
 
 
If I join this study will it help me? 
 
Being in this study may help you by providing the opportunity to contribute to the 
understanding of school culture from your perspective as a student.  You may also 
benefit personally from the chance to reflect on and think about your high school 
experience. 
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Will I be paid to do this study? 
 
No, you will not be paid for being in this study. 
 
 
What will happen to my information in this study? 
 
We don’t plan to tell anyone or share your name or other information about you if you 
join this study.  However, there is a small chance that other people could find out your 
information.  We will do our best to make sure that doesn’t happen.  
 
There are some reasons why we would share your information: 
• If we found out you were in serious danger 
• If we found out that somebody else was in serious danger 
 
Taking part in this research study 
 
You do not have to take part in this research study.  You can say ‘Yes’ or ‘No’.  You can 
say ‘Yes’ now and change your mind later.  All you have to do is tell us you want to stop.  
No one will be mad if you don’t want to take part in the study or if you change your mind 
about taking part in the study.  Your parent or guardian can also decide to have you stop 
taking part in this study—that is OK too 
 
Contacts 
 
If you have any questions about this study, you can talk with me at any time.  I am at Mill 
Cities Wednesdays, Thursdays and Fridays in the Social Work Office.  You can also call 
or email me: 
 
Heather Rheaume Phone:###-###-####   
Email: hrheaume@MillCitiesCharterSchool.org 
 
I will give you a copy of this paper if you want. 
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APPENDIX IX – GENERAL INTERVIEW GUIDE 
 
 
Protocol Title: The Impact of School Culture on the High School Experience: 
Perceptions of Graduating Seniors 
 
 
Generalized Interview Guide  
In today’s interview, I am interested in learning about students’ views and insights into 
the Mill Cities Charter School’s school culture.   There are NO right or wrong answers to 
any of MY questions, rather I am interested in learning seniors’ perspectives of life at 
Mill Cities. 
 
I know that students at Mill Cities Charter School come from diverse backgrounds and 
often have different life experiences.     These differences may influence individuals’ 
views about Mill Cities.  Therefore, before talking about the Charter School, it would be 
helpful for me to understand a little bit about your own background.  If you don’t mind, I 
would like to ask a few questions about you.  If you don’t want to answer any of these 
questions, just let me know. 
 
Demographic Questions:  
 
(1) How old are you? 
 
(2) How do you identify regarding gender? 
 
(3) How do you identify regarding race? 
 
(4) How do you identify your ethnicity or cultural background? 
 
(5) Were you born in the U.S? 
IF NO, ask “where were you born”?   and “how old were you when came 
to the U.S.?” 
 
(6) Where your parents born in the U.S? 
IN NO for either mother or father ask, “Where were they born? 
 
 
 
Interview Questions: 
 
(1) How would you describe to an outsider, or a student considering enrolling, what 
the school culture is like at Mill Cities Charter School? 
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Probes for Describing School Culture: 
 
Mill Cities Charter School Cultural Elements and Recognizable Probes( Student colloquialisms italicized)  
Connectedness to School Community 
(Community Meeting, Advisory, School Council) 
Student Support Services 
(Student Support, RIC interns, Advisory) 
Social/ Emotional Learning 
(Facing History, All School Advisory) 
Bullying Prevention Programs 
(Mix-It Up, Conflict Resolution, Peer Mediation, Graffiti Wall Project, Stop the Haters) 
Culture of Caring (Mill Cities Charter School Way) 
 
Community Partnerships (CIPS, SPIRIT, Young Voice). 
 
Habits of Mind (HM’s) 
Portfolio (PLevel 1-4) 
Service Learning (job shadows, internships, CIP’s) 
Community Involvement 
Project Based Learning 
Interdisciplinary Focus 
(Socratic Seminars, Senior Seminar, Combined Classes, Portfolio Competencies, Facing History). 
Multiple Intelligences  
(Social/Emotional Learning, Creative Projects, Character Report Card, HM’s) 
Alternative Methods of Evaluation 
(Senior Projects, Exhibition Night, Socratic Seminar, Portfolio) 
 
Personalized Learning 
(Individualized Learning Plan, Personal Literacy Plan) 
Postsecondary Planning Process 
(College Visits, Senior Seminar, Advisory Planning, Juniors Night, Senior Day”) 
Community of Learners 
(Advisory, Group Projects, Assemblies, Long Advisory, Community Meeting”) 
 
Teachers are Generalists first, specialists second. 
(teacher roles as advisor, mentor, coach, consultant) 
Democratic Decision Making 
(student government, student empowerment, student representation”) 
After School and Weekend Programs 
(After BACS, Spirit Follow-Ups, Saturday Academy) 
Strategic Plan (The Expansion) 
 
(2) How do you personally experience or feel about the school culture at Mill Cities 
Charter School? 
 
(3) Can	you	share	with	me	any	positive	or	negative	ways	that	the	school	culture	has					
     influenced your own personal, social and academic development? 
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